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It may sound like an open door, but 

investing in emerging economies, 

working on sustainable trade re-

lations, and growing together is 

essential for future resilience, 

earning capacity, and competitive-

ness in Europe. We need to invest 

abroad, using development finance 

combined with regular commer-

cial finance.

In Europe we are in the midst of the 

debate on how to ensure our po-

sition among the world’s top and 

most innovative economies and 

how to build a more resilient eco-

nomy while keeping the benefits of 

trade and international coopera-

tion. The Letta and Draghi reports, 

as well as day-to-day geopolitics, 

show us that our competitive edge 

is heavily under pressure and that 

urgent action needs to be taken. In 

that quest, the focus is often on in-

vestments in start-ups and scale-

ups in order to boost innovation 

and future productivity growth, and 

increasingly on resilience instead 

of on-demand delivery. These two 

focus areas are important,  as are 

a capital markets union and a cri-

tical look at our heavily regulated 

single market. In light of the geo-

political developments, this needs 

to be done, including a look at our 

state aid framework, which might 

need adjustments when you look 

at it from the perspective of global 

competition in a world with a few 

global power blocs.  

We argue that alongside these 

critical steps, we must keep on in-

vesting in partnerships and invest-

ments outside the Union, to ensure 

European future earning capacity, 

particularly in developing econo-

mies with growth potential. We 

need to be less inward-looking and 

embrace a strong new model in 

which international trade is about 

both giving and receiving.

»In future-proofing our economies, 

our focus often lies on supporting 

innovation, startups, scale-ups, 

and tech companies at home, as 

they are rightly seen as growth 

engines. This is urgently needed, 

but the reflex to look inward - »we 

already have enough to do here! - 

is too narrow. This creates the fal-

se presumption that foreign trade 

and investment are less urgent 

and that we can cut billions from 

development cooperation. This is 

a regrettable misconception. De-

velopment investments actually 

strengthen our trade relations and, 

in turn, our ability to reduce stra-

tegic dependencies. By sustaining 

development finance, we can build 

necessary new coalitions with new 

partners in a changing world order.

Take the open economy of the 

Netherlands, for example. Our 

prosperity is firmly rooted in in-

ternational trade, which accounts 

for around 2.6 million jobs in the 

Netherlands-about one-third of 

all jobs. Statistics Netherlands 

confirms in the 2025 Trade Moni-
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tor that foreign investment boosts 

Dutch exports and employment. 

The Netherlands ranks among the 

world’s top five export countries. 

Each year, exports generate ap-

proximately €375 billion in reve-

nue, more than one-third of eve-

rything we earn in the Netherlands. 

Alongside this, trade strengthens 

knowledge exchange, capital 

flows, and the productivity of Dutch 

companies, while reinforcing trade 

relationships.

On the global stage, active industrial 

policy and protectionism are gaining 

prominence. In today’s »give-and-

take« economy, we need to embra-

ce a model based on mutual bene-

fit. Linking business, investment, 

and innovation from Europe to the 

economies of strategic partners in 

emerging markets can strengthen 

our own trade and competitiveness 

in return.

While it is tempting to join the tran-

sactional approach that is swiftly 

gaining ground, we should focus on 

the value added that we can shape 

through true economic partner-

ships. We should be entering an era 

of targeted public investment in in-

frastructure in developing econo-

mies. These investments should be 

considered in their broadest sense: 

they should foster sustainable de-

velopment and trade flows of crucial 

goods, open markets for European 

companies and their partners, and 

boost earning capacity. This requires 

sufficient levels of development fi-

nance, blending capacity, and finan-

ciers that can take on roles as deve-

lopers of new financial instruments 

as well as bridges between govern-

ments, development finance institu-

tions, and commercial finance.

As doing business in emerging eco-

nomies is often riskier and project 

development may require more de-

velopment aid to come to fruition, 

the market alone will not drive the 

win-wins.

WE NEED TO BE LESS INWARD-

LOOKING AND EMBRACE A STRONG 

NEW MODEL IN WHICH INTERNA-

TIONAL TRADE IS ABOUT BOTH 

GIVING AND RECEIVING

PRACTITIONER 
OPINION 



3

Europe offers a long-term part-

nership alternative to state-spon-

sored initiatives from China and 

the United States, which are incre-

asingly driven by quick wins and 

the extraction of critical raw mate-

rials. The Global Gateway initiative 

is our European partnership offer. 

It has already mobilised €300 billi-

on for sustainable and reliable in-

frastructure in partner countries, 

particularly in key areas such as 

energy, transport, digital connec-

tivity, health, and education. The 

approach combines development, 

strategic autonomy, climate resili-

ence, and fair partnerships. 

We work to ensure that critical raw 

materials can become an anchor 

point for development, with pro-

cessing and value addition carried 

out in their countries of origin. At 

the same time, we work to up-

grade infrastructure, digitalisati-

on, know-how, and offtake agree-

ments with Europe. Win-win.

An example of the European ap-

proach is the Lobito Corridor, an 

infrastructure project establishing 

a railway and logistics operations 

between the port of Lobito in Ango-

la and the mineral-rich regions of 

Zambia and the Democratic Repu-

blic of Congo. This corridor not only 

strengthens the transparency and 

transport of critical raw materials-

indispensable for the energy tran-

sition and digital technologies-but 

also upgrades infrastructure into 

modern and sustainable trade ar-

teries. By providing the involved 

countries with access to global 

markets via the Atlantic Ocean, the 

project contributes to regional in-

tegration, economic development, 

and stability, while increasing 

trade in high-demand goods.

The Netherlands is involved in the 

Lobito Corridor through Invest In-

ternational, which has committed 

to long term project development 

and investment, aiming to realise 

over €100 million in infrastructure 

investments. Active development 

of a logistics platform is under-

way to facilitate trade and agro-

industrial development along the 

corridor, and connect CRM de-

velopments to efficient logistics 

operations in the region. During 

the EU–AU Summit in November 

2025, we launched a trial ship-

ment of avocados from Lobito to 

Rotterdam. It was the first-ever 

EU-certified container, marking 

a milestone in sustainability and 

future-proof trade. Angolan au-

thorities were trained by the Dutch 

Food Authority to ensure compli-

ance with EU import requirements. 

This strengthens EU–Angola trade 

relations and showcases Dutch 

expertise in logistics and corridor 

development.

In short, do not view development 

cooperation and investment in de-

veloping economies as expenses, 

but as indispensable investments 

in our future, honest partnerships, 

and business. We need a clear fo-

cus on mutual interests at home 

as well as among partners abroad, 

with stronger attention to global 

and local resilience, productivity 

growth, future earning capacity, 

and a level playing field.

By expanding access to early stage 

project development funding in the 

next financial framework, we can 

improve private sector participa-

tion and increase the quantity and 

quality of projects to achieve our 

strategic objectives and accelera-

te local impact.   This will ultimately 

enhance our economic resilience, 

open new markets, strengthen 

competitiveness, and promote glo-

bal stability. Only through strategic 

collaboration-where aid and trade 

go hand in hand-can we create a 

future that is more resilient, and 

more sustainable.
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DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENTS 

ACTUALLY STRENGTHEN OUR 

TRADE RELATIONS AND, IN TURN, 

OUR ABILITY TO REDUCE 

STRATEGIC DEPENDENCIES.
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About Us

The IiII Institute for Public Value is 
an innovative, independent, not-
for-profit research institute, de-
dicated to advancing leadership in 
public policy, public administration, 
and public finance. Supported by 
multilateral institutions, govern-
ments, public agencies, and phil-
anthropies, the Institute responds 
to the complexities of today’s geo-
political and economic landscape 
with innovative solutions. With 
a global reach, our aim is to help 
build a world where public value 
and impact are at the heart of every 
decision.

IN SHORT, DO NOT VIEW DEVELOP-

MENT COOPERATION AND INVEST-

MENT IN DEVELOPING ECONOMIES 

AS EXPENSES, BUT AS INDIS-

PENSABLE INVESTMENTS IN OUR 

FUTURE, HONEST PARTNERSHIPS, 

AND BUSINESS.


