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Based on analysis of Brazilian-Spanish cooperation in Latin America, this article aims to
contribute to the discussion on whether South–South Cooperation (SSC) represents an
alternative model with specific and differentiated objectives, or if it largely reproduces
the constraints and interests traditionally associated with the North–South model, but
with new institutions and actors. We start by analysing the main criticisms levelled at
cooperation in the literature, emphasising the identification, review and comparison of
the mechanisms of domination and dependency that derive from the bilateral and mul-
tilateral practices of traditional development cooperation. We then construct a synthetic
dependency index to measure the ability of Spain and Brazil – as representative cases of
North–South Cooperation (NSC) and SSC with Latin America – to influence the for-
eign trade, investment and foreign policy decisions of aid recipients, and to empirically
contrast the lower level of verticality that much of the available literature assumes about
SSC schemes. The empirical analysis suggests significant differences between NSC and
SSC in terms of their ability to reproduce dependency patterns and validate the discourse
that tends to identify the latter as an alternative cooperation model.

Keywords: Brazil, dependency, development cooperation, South–South cooperation,
Spain.

One of the emerging issues in the international development cooperation system is the growing rel-
evance of South–South Cooperation (SSC), referring to the direct relation between developing (nor-
mally recipient) countries and covering the exchange of knowledge, experiences, skills and resources.
For some authors and other institutional agents, this is complementary to North–South Coopera-
tion (NSC) and, on paper, has two main characteristics: horizontality and common interests. Other
authors, emphasising precisely these two elements, conclude that it is an alternative paradigm to the
traditional North–South one, aimed at overcoming dependencies in the areas of commerce, finance,
culture, technology, politics and diplomacy.

As numerous authors have pointed out, SSC presents two major obstacles for its study and anal-
ysis. First, there is the problem of content framing (the activities to be included), given that it is a
multidimensional phenomenon (political, economic, financial, and technical) that goes beyond ‘simple
collaboration between countries of the South’, and has been defined in different ways by different inter-
national organisations such as UNCTAD, UNDP and the OECD’s own DAC (Xalma, 2013). Indeed,
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SSC has blurred the boundaries between trade, investment and aid relations, and unlike Official Devel-
opment Assistance (ODA) it does not come from public agencies only nor does it exclusively entail
concessional financial transfers. (Li, 2018)

The second limitation, which is partly related to the first, is the lack of quantified, regular and
comparable information on the different SSC programmes. In fact, accessing complete and coherent
public sources for different countries is extremely difficult. As Brun (2018) points out, this can be
explained in part by political and administrative reasons, either the lack of a unit that coordinates
these actions or because, even where they exist, they do not monopolise cooperation activities and/or
compile all information publicly and on an ongoing basis. Consequently, the phenomenon often lacks
a global vision (Ayllon and Leite, 2010), meaning that many of the qualitative studies tend to focus
on case studies, which are limited in scope to the specific examples studied and are most certainly
not exhaustive. Although there are no regular annual reports or comprehensive overviews, and SSC
is still an essential missing piece in the global architecture of international development cooperation
(Gosovic, 2016), several estimations made by the OECD and the UN provide enough information
to show that it has been growing in importance in the last years (Zoccal Gomes and Esteves, 2018).
Ultimately, and more importantly, there is little available empirical research that facilitates comparison
between the intentions and objectives of emerging donors and the results of their interventions, and that
ultimately allows the supposed results pursued to be distinguishable from the actual results obtained
(Chin and Quadir, 2012).

The present work proposes alternative indicators and estimates to contribute to the scarce quan-
titative literature on the topic. With this aim, we analyse whether development cooperation is an
instrument of foreign policy at the service of the economic and political interests of donor countries
and, based on the Brazilian-Spanish cooperation in Latin America, we attempt to detect potential
differences between NSC and SSC in terms of dependency generation.

The article is divided into three sections. The first section analyses the extent to which international
development cooperation has played a key role in the reproduction of global capitalism and different
types of dependencies. In the next part, the very alternative nature of SSC is addressed. Last, the
finalsection is a comparative analysis of the Brazilian and Spanish cases over the period 2010–2018.
To this end, bilateral dependency indexes are calculated for each of the countries. A panel data model
is then estimated, and dependency explained through variables that capture its economic dimension,
the level of development cooperation, and the ideological overlap between the governments of the
participating countries.

The International Development Cooperation System

There is a general consensus that the period after the Second World War was the beginning of the
conceptualisation of international cooperation in the framework of the United Nations. The Cold
War, which conditioned responses to international affairs (Alonso, 2000), and the decolonisation pro-
cesses taking place in Asia and Africa, which led the great powers to launch aid programmes aimed
at maintaining their influence in these regions, were additional contextual and geostrategic elements
that decisively determined the subsequent evolution of aid flows and systems.

As suggested by Develtere (2012), ODA changed in the 1970s to be focused on the meeting of
basic needs. Throughout the1980s ODA was characterised by the plummeting in quantitative terms
of the amounts of bilateral flows and the redirection of aid towards programmes to finance balance of
payments deficits and conditional on structural market reforms, in line with the Washington Consensus
prescriptions (Ridell, 2008).

In the 1990s, the UNDP’s human development approach exposed the need to expand the goals
beyond economic growth to emphasise people’s increased capabilities and the inclusion of variables
such as education, health and freedoms. Last, new global challenges, such as environmental deteri-
oration, led the United Nations to adopt the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The MDGs
emphasised the need to eradicate poverty, among other goals (United Nations, 2000). They gave aid
a central role as a lever to promote development, an aspect that entirely ignored the structural nature
of the causes of underdevelopment. At the same time, they proposed the need to establish mechanisms
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to enhance aid effectiveness. However, the MDGs simply reproduced the North–South vertical logic.
They persistently proposed a scheme whereby donors produced development prescriptions which were
to be consumed by recipients through aid. In 2015, the United Nations adopted the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDG). Their integral approach to development puts development cooperation back at
the centre of political responses to the challenges of globalisation, which created a framework and a
shared language for both developed and developing countries. However, among the criticisms of the
SDG, there is a question that needs to be answered: does the 2030 Agenda transcend the North–South
scheme?

ODA: A Dependency-Generating Mechanism?

Moyo (2009) provides a critical analysis of aid, claiming that it is at the root of the underdevelop-
ment of African countries, while not overlooking other well-known geographical, historical, cultural,
tribal and institutional factors. According to this author, there is a vicious circle of aid, which discour-
ages investment and shapes a ‘culture of dependency’. Furthermore, foreign aid promotes corruption,
harms economic growth and perpetuates poverty. A similar standpoint is shared by Glennie (2008),
who points out that aid often causes some undesirable indirect effects that donors are unwilling to
acknowledge, such as policy conditionalities (narrowing the policy space), the continued undermin-
ing of political accountability, dependency cultures and the impact of the influx of foreign capital on
exchange rates. This approach is consistent with the postulates of the dependency theory (Theotonio
dos Santos, Ruy Mauro Marini, André Gunder Frank, Samir Amin, Enzo Faleto or Fernando Hen-
rique Cardoso), according to which the asymmetric development of the productive forces results in
a system of relations of domination and dependency (commercial, financial, cultural and technologi-
cal) between the centre and the periphery. For these authors, dependency stems from the articulation
between national economies and the world economy. They argue that poverty and underdevelop-
ment are caused by the developed or centre nations exploiting periphery nations through the colonial
entrenchment of plantation economies and the continued post-colonial use of multinational corpo-
rations and international financial institutions to exploit and sustain dominance (Beckford, 1972;
Rodney, 1972; Thomas, 1974). In this regard, underdevelopment is not considered a ‘stage’ in the
evolution of an isolated and autonomous society, but part of the global historical process of devel-
opment of capitalism. Since development cooperation is not conceived as a way of transforming the
aforementioned relations and strengthening the agency of periphery countries, it actually reproduces
the dependency patterns.

From a Marxist perspective, Hattori (2003) considers that international aid simply reveals the mate-
rial hierarchies between states, in political, military and economic terms. Meanwhile, Krasner (2001)
conceives the aid system as a mechanism within the new forms of neo-imperialism. To this effect,
it infringes the sovereignty of the periphery, while the core countries influence the domestic political
authority structures. Pauselli (2013), referring to the world-system theory, considers that development
cooperation comes within the framework of an ‘interstate system’, the result of the hegemony of the
United States and the country’s aim to impose institutional restrictions on its behalf. As Wallerstein
claimed, ideological persuasion and bribery are two of its tools, a part of which is development aid.

Likewise in line with the dependency theory, Maestro and Martínez-Peinado (2012) argue that
capitalist globalisation has brought about the transnationalisation of fundamental economic relations
(production, distribution, consumption and exchange) and their accumulation logics (productivity,
competitiveness and profitability).

Development strategies, conceived at national level, have evolved towards insertion in globalisation
as the only valid option to progress. The process conditions the goal of development cooperation
and is now oriented to facilitate this insertion. Consequently, good governance, the modernisation of
institutions and legal certainty have become key items. Furthermore, development cooperation has
increasingly focused on poverty and satisfying basic needs or is tied to other foreign policy goals (the
fight against terrorism or the control of migratory flows, among others). As the Busan Alliance showed,
securitisation, humanitarian action and the role of the private sector are to gain more relevance in
defining the development cooperation agenda.
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Also from a critical perspective, Llistar (2009) proposes the (in)coherence of development policies
as the central element to understand the transforming nature (or not) of cooperation. To this effect, he
defines North–South relations in terms of anti-cooperation, that is ‘the set of negative, destructuring
interferences, activated from the North to the South’. He argues that ODA barely acts as a mitigation
mechanism compared to other (much more powerful) mechanisms that reproduce the aforementioned
interferences and occur in a wide range of fields: economic-financial, political, cultural, environmental,
technological, property rights, immigration, external debt and conflicts, among others.

Institutions like the OECD do in fact acknowledge the economically dependent nature of devel-
opment cooperation, estimating that 58 percent of ODA is tied ODA, defined as credits and loans
where provision of the goods and services involved is limited to the donor country or to a group
of developed countries, thereby increasing the project costs by as much as 20 percent to 30 percent
and discouraging local producers from investing (OECD, 2006). While DAC members agreed to untie
ODA in January 2002, in 2018 tied aid accounted for 19.4 percent of total bilateral aid. Notable is
the huge amount of tied aid provided by non-western donors like China, which is not included in
these figures (Brautigam, 2011). However, the instrumentalisation of ODA goes beyond the economic
sphere and is also used by donors to achieve certain political goals and support their foreign affairs
interests (Stokke, 1995; Thacker, 1999; Barya, 2003; Carter and Stone, 2010). In this regard, Thacker
(1999) finds that the approval of IMF lending during the 1990s was directly linked to the relevance of
recipients’ votes for US initiatives in the UN General Assembly.

South–South Cooperation: An Alternative Cooperation Model?

The international development cooperation system has undergone important changes, and accel-
eratingly so in recent times. Notable is the significant increase in funding and activities promoted
by non-DAC countries, a group which has also been named as ‘emerging donors’ or ‘new donors’.
Nonetheless, many of them are not actually new in this field, having a relatively long history of
participation in the so-called SSC, mainly in a technical sense.

The most remote origins of SSC are usually related to the Bandung Conference (1955), the emer-
gence of the Non-Aligned Movement (1961), the creation of the United Nations Conference on Trade
and Development (UNCTAD, 1964), and the constitution of the G-77 (1964). However, it was not
until the 1970s that these countries began to specify their intentions in specific cooperation agree-
ments. Although there had been a Working Group on Technical Cooperation among Developing
Countries (TCDC) within the United Nations since 1972, it was not until 1974 that the Special
Unit for South–South Cooperation was created as a special unit of the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) to promote, coordinate and support South–South and Triangular cooperation,
according to the directives and political orientations emanating from the United Nations’ High-Level
Committee on South–South Cooperation. In 1978, and as an outcome of the United Nations Confer-
ence on TCDC, 138 states approved the Buenos Aires Plan of Action. Aimed at promoting TCDC, it
emphasised the growing importance of SSC in the context of current international political and eco-
nomic relations, focusing on aspects like respect for national sovereignty, non-interference in domestic
affairs and equal rights (Alonso et al., 2011).

What is certain is that these countries are immersed in an ongoing process of change in the land-
scape of cooperation and partnerships with developing countries (Davies, 2010a; Mawdsley, 2012;
Mawdsley, 2016). It is particularly important to highlight the relevance that this type of cooperation
has acquired since the first decade of this century, and especially since 2008, partly as a consequence of
the void left by traditional donors and partly the result of power rebalancing in international relations
(especially due to the appearance of emerging economies). Furthermore, the relevance of South–South
cooperation has been recognised in some of the main consensuses developed in the context of the
new development agenda (for further information, see Alonso et al., 2011). Consequently, the SSC
actors have been recognised as playing a growing and fundamental role in the international coop-
eration system. In this regard, notable is the conceptual precision made by Emma Mawdsley, when
she distinguishes between what she calls ‘SSC 1.0’ and ‘SSC 2.0’. The first was developed between
the 1950s and the late 1990s and was characterised by relative neglect within the ‘international’
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development community and by many orthodox and critical scholars, while the second refers to the
period of remarkable expansion (both in visibility and capacities) from the early 2000s to the present
(Mawdsley, 2019).

Nonetheless, the characterisation of this cooperation modality does vary depending on the author.
While for some (Ruiz, 2018) it is a complementary cooperation to the traditional NSC, for others it is
an alternative cooperation or even one that challenges the former. The first characterisation is the one
defended by most international organisations (some official documents can be consulted in Li (2018) in
summarised form). In short, the SSC has tried to define (and legitimise) itself based on its coincidences
and, more importantly, its disparities with respect to the NSC.

There are several principles, norms and values attributed to the SSC when it is presented as a dif-
ferentiated (but complementary) formula and/or an alternative to the NSC. Thus, the principles of
solidarity, reciprocity, co-responsibility (and/or mutual benefit), non-interference (political) and hori-
zontality of relations between the interacting countries have been contrasted with the verticality and
unequal power relations (and generators of dependency) between the donor countries and the recipient
or partner countries implicitly present in the NSC.

However, despite this alternative discourse, there is intense debate whether the SSC is a real alterna-
tive to traditional cooperation or just a case of neo-colonialism. Alonso, Aguirre and Santander (2011:
33–34) define SSC as more horizontal and with a greater capacity to generate an adequate sense of
ownership in the recipient. In addition,

its activities generate a ‘double dividend’, with benefits for the donor and the recipient, by stimulat-
ing the technical and institutional capacities of both [… and] the greater proximity to the conditions
of the countries can improve the criteria of effectiveness and efficiency (greater adaptation and lower
costs) compared to those promoted by a traditional donor.

Other works, like Blázquez-Lidoy et al. (2006), Maswana (2009), Tan-Mullins et al. (2010) and
Brautigam (2011), describe SSC as a mutual benefit model based on interdependencies between devel-
oped and developing countries and the recognition of the cultural, political and historical particularities
of recipients. However, as Alonso et al. (2011) argue, ‘none of these potential virtues are guaranteed’.
According to authors like Morvaridi and Hughes (2018), the original focus of SSC on cultural cooper-
ation, creating progressive global governance structures and combatting Northern hegemony, has been
lost, the initial counter-hegemonic project having shifted to a more technical and depoliticised agenda
in line with traditional aid practices and neoliberal thought. Similarly, Carrasco (2018) assures that
‘assuming an equivalence of interests simply because two states are considered developing or southern
countries is naive’. In fact, attempts to emphasise the horizontal nature of SSC minimise the presence
of important asymmetries (both economic and power) in cooperative relationships (De la Fontaine
and Seifert, 2010; cited by Fejerskov et al., 2016).

Juncal (2018: 111) points out that for the specific case of the BRICS, ‘numerous examples refute
not only the logic of mutual benefits of relations between the BRICS and the rest of the develop-
ing countries, but also the alleged initiative of these countries to formulate their demands and the
absence of interference of the members of the bloc in the national sovereignty of third states’. Sim-
ilarly, Reddy (2015) (cited by Juncal, 2018) recognises that in the period 2008–2012, international
trade between the BRICS and Africa grew more than between the BRICS themselves. He argues that
the growth of African exports is based almost entirely on sales of primary products to meet China’s,
India’s and increasingly Brazil’s needs for natural resources. However, if the effect of depletion of these
resources, the degradation of the environment and other similar factors are considered, this negatively
contributes to the wealth of the continent, while also damaging these countries’ independence and
self-sufficiency. Similarly, the author analyses the relations between the BRICS and Latin American
countries, underlining the key role played by the Chinese and Brazilian national development banks
in the penetration of capital in that region of the world. He concludes that recipient countries make
limited profits, and they increasingly depend on Chinese exports and markets (Reddy, 2015). Like-
wise, a significant part of the financing of infrastructure projects and concessional loans has been tied
to the purchase of goods and services from companies in the donor country (Manning, 2006). A sim-
ilar conclusion is drawn by Bond (2014), who claim that the asymmetric nature of the relationship
between the BRICS and other developing countries has perpetuated new types of dependency that
replicate some of the main characteristics of Core–Periphery relations: composition of trade flows,
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resource extraction, balance of FDI flows, primary sector investments, expansion of dominant mar-
kets, illegal loggings and displacement of local communities (like the one caused by the Brazilian Vale
mining company).

In the case of Chinese development cooperation, Carmody and Owusu (2007) and Furbell and
Parashar (2021) claim that ‘bilateral ‘aid’ from China has often been used to obtain broader rights in
African oil and mineral extraction’, while in other settings Chinese investments have simply crowded
out local textile industries (Edwards and Jenkins, 2015). In the same vein, Maguwu (2011) describes
Chinese companies as even more predatory than Western corporations and backed by China’s support
of local dictators, an example of which is the case of Zimbabwe and the Anjin Corporation. As far as
Brazilian cooperation is concerned, the Morris et al. (2009) defines Brazilian–African relations as a
win-win situation that can be seen as a mutual beneficial partnership in terms of African engagements
with traditional donors. However, this view is not shared by Inoue and Costa Vaz (2012), who conclude
that the old oil diplomacy and dependency would simply have been changed for a new one linked to
biofuels, and that Brazilian cooperation cannot be viewed separately from its political, economic and
commercial interests.

In short, as Fejerskov et al. (2016) point out, despite the apparent ideological novelty of the SSC’s
discourse, focused as it is on equality and reciprocity, the question whether the practice of such coop-
eration is mutually beneficial and less exploitative than the NSC remains unanswered. As pointed
out by Chin and Quadir (2012), although there is little empirical research available to contrast the
intentions and objectives of emerging donors and the results of their interventions due to unsatis-
factory data systems and incomplete statistics, the few case studies that aim to empirically compare
the expected results and those obtained seem to conclude in the same direction. For the Saudi case,
Bokhari and Jinhwan (2022) suggest that aid allocation also considers donors’ interests, having found
that countries with strong commercial ties with the kingdom tend to receive more aid from Saudi Ara-
bia. On analysing India’s aid commitments with 127 countries over the 2008–2010 period, a similar
conclusion is drawn by Fuchs and Vadlamannati (2013), who conclude that commercial and political
self-interest explain India’s aid allocation.

Dependency Relations and Development Cooperation: Comparative Analysis
of the Cases of Brazilian and Spanish Development Cooperation with Latin
America

The main aim of this section is to empirically contrast the potential instrumentalisation of development
cooperation by aligning it with the political and economic interests of supplier countries. Additionally,
the comparative analysis aims to evaluate the alternative and horizontal nature of SSC. To this end, the
first step is the construction of Bilateral Dependency Indexes for each of the selected Latin American
countries to measure their level of dependence on Brazil and Spain. We then seek to contrast the effect
of development cooperation on this dependence based on a panel data analysis.

Our choice of the Latin-American region is based on its remarkable dynamism and evolution in
global SSC initiatives more than 40 years after the Buenos Aires Plan of Action. According to SEGIB’s
Report on South–South Cooperation 2020, in 2019 alone Latin American countries took part in 1083
initiatives, of which 148 correspond to triangular cooperation. As for the 935 SSC initiatives, 602 were
bilateral and 75 regional, and the rest were projects with other developing countries (either bilateral
or regional). But apart from the high numbers, the level of institutionalisation and the systematisation
of the information, the analysis and evaluation of the initiatives represent a very relevant qualitative
contribution, justifying our choice of the Latin American region.

As for the specific cases of Spain (illustrating the NSC) and Brazil (as a representative of the SSC),
there are three main reasons for selecting these two countries: their significant (albeit not leading) role
in development cooperation in the region, the institutionalisation level in this area, and these countries’
capacity to exert influence on the political and development agenda in Latin America.

Even though Spain was the fourth bilateral donor in Latin America in 2019 (the ninth if we include
multilateral donors) after the USA, Germany and France, Latin America has always been a major
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Development Cooperation and Dependency

Table 1. Distribution of Spanish Net ODA, 1990–2020 (Millions of Dollars)

Region 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Latin America and the Caribbean 252.82 556.65 562.77 626.18 1249.50 124.24 347.90
Asia 235.83 222.38 236.81 389.71 327.83 −22.36 17.79
Africa 311.36 190.87 188.65 690.84 1135.22 21.06 85.57

Source: Own elaboration based on OECD Data.

destination for Spanish ODA flows. In fact, the very creation of the Spanish development cooperation
policy in the late 1980s was directly linked to the actions and projects implemented in the region
where it concentrates most of the funds (especially in Central America) (Ramos, 2021). Table 1 shows
the extent to which Latin America has remained central in Spanish development cooperation policy.
Apart from the years 1990 and 2005, the region has consistently received more Spanish Net ODA
than Africa (including both North and Sub-Saharan Africa) and Asia. In the two exceptional years,
the main recipient was Africa.

This dynamism also reflects the close and historical ties between Spain and the region in the
cultural, economic, social and political dimensions. For its part, Brazil is well recognised as a regional
power, based on its population and its economic and political weights. It is agreed that Brazil has
increased its participation in the international scene and has given a voice to developing countries by
reinforcing alliances and cooperation between Southern countries (Soares de Lima and Hirst, 2006).
Since the early 2000s, Brazil has taken its place in international forums, actively taking part in debates
on development, trade, cooperation, human rights and humanitarian issues. Special attention has
been given to SSC, especially during President Lula da Silva’s administration, to raise the country’s
profile on the world stage.

A milestone of this process is the creation of the Brazilian Cooperation Agency (ABC) in 1987,
marking the point when Brazil evolved from being a recipient to a provider of development and
technical cooperation. Nowadays, Brazil supports projects in more than 100 developing countries,
through bilateral and triangular technical cooperation projects. Bilateral cooperation includes human-
itarian assistance, scientific and technological cooperation, scholarships and refugee costs. Triangular
cooperation, partnering with several international organisations, supports developing countries in
areas such as agriculture, food security, health and public administration. These programmes are
mainly addressed to South American countries, Portuguese-speaking African countries, Haiti and
Timor-Leste (OECD). In the period 2007–2017, Brazil led the way in terms of the number of SSC
initiatives in Latin Ibero-America, with participation in 851 projects and programmes. In most of the
cases (683), the country’s role was as a provider and capacity builder, especially in the areas of health,
the environment, water supply, sanitation and agriculture. In 44 cases, it played the role of recipient
and in 144, the country played both roles (SEGIB, 2018). Last, but as importantly, Brazilian states
and municipalities also carry out decentralised cooperation. This modality of technical cooperation
aims to share knowledge and practices between public institutions of Brazilian federative units and
subnational units of partner countries (ABC, 2022).

Model and Data

Our model attempts to explain each country’s level of bilateral dependence based on development
cooperation flows. In the model below, we also control for a set of variables that aim to capture the
asymmetrical bargaining power of countries and governments’ ideology, thereby allowing competing
interpretations of our findings to be ruled out. Given that the influence of donor countries can last
more than a year, a lag of the independent variable is also introduced in the model.

Depit = 𝛽Coopit,t−1 +Xit + αi+𝛿t + εit (1)

Here countries are indexed by i and years by t, α and δ represent country and year fixed effects,
respectively, and ε is a random shock. With the aim of removing time trend components and possible
serial autocorrelation, dependent and independent variables are included in first differences.
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1 Dependent variable

Even though dependency relationships can have multiple manifestations, based on the analysis of
the specialised literature, we focus on evaluating the commercial, financial and political spheres. To
this effect, a composite index – Dependency Index – is specified to approximate the alignment of the
recipient country with the interests of the provider country, considering both the economic advantages
offered by the recipient country in terms of foreign trade and investment and its possible subordination
in the field of international politics.

In general, composite indicators are calculated using the following formula:

CIit =
i∑

i=1

t∑

t=1

witXit (2)

Here Xit stands for each of the standardised individual indicators for country i in period t, and wit
stands for the weight given to variable Xit. In the case at hand, we give the same weight (w=1)
to each variable to prevent the temporal evolution and cross-sectional comparison of the composite
indicator from being affected by the weighting process. Each of the variables on which the bilateral
dependency index is based and the indicators that have been selected for its approximation are defined
below:

(a) Trade Dependence (TD)
This refers to the lower capacity of one country when negotiating trade conditions with another one.

In this article, we approximate this variable through the share of country i’s total exports imported by
country j (World Bank, n.d.). With the objective of capturing the non-reciprocal nature of dependent
trade relationships and ruling out potential interdependencies, the share of country j’s total exports
imported by country i is subtracted from the previous result. In doing so, we neglect bilateral increases
in trade intensity which could derive, for example, from trade agreements. Bilateral Trade Dependence
Indexes are calculated as follows:

TDij,t =
xij,t

xi,t
−

xji,t

xj,t
(3)

Here TDij stands for trade dependence of country i on country j, xij for country i’s exports to coun-
try j, xji for country j’s exports to country i, xi for country i’s total exports and xj for country j’s
total exports. According to Equation 3, country i will be strongly trade dependent on country j when
country j accounts for a high percentage of country i’s total exports, and this relative importance is
non-reciprocal.

(b) Financial Dependence (FD)
This refers to the lower capacity of one country when negotiating investments agreements with

another. The approximation of this variable is based on the weight of the Foreign Direct Investment
(FDI) of country i in j (with respect to the total FDI received by j). With the aim of capturing the
non-reciprocal nature of dependent financial relationships and ruling out potential interdependen-
cies, the weight of the Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) of country j in i (in relation to the total FDI
received by i) is subtracted from the previous result (Data Invex, 2019). In doing so, we neglect bilateral
increases in foreign investment intensity which could derive, for example, from investment agreements.
Bilateral Financial Dependence Indexes are calculated as follows:

FDijt =
FDIji,t

FDIi,t
−

FDIij,t

FDIj,t
(4)

Here FDij stands for the financial dependence of country i on country j, FDIji for the FDI of country
j in country i, FDIij for the FDI of country i in country j, FDIi for the total FDI received by i, and
FDIj for the total FDI received by j. According to Equation 4, country i will be strongly financially
dependent on country j when country j’s FDI in country i accounts for a high percentage of total FDI
received by country i, and this relative importance is non-reciprocal.

(c) Political dependence (PD)
This refers to the lower capacity of one country to defend its own national interests in the

field of international politics. This variable is approximated through the percentage of coincident
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Development Cooperation and Dependency

votes between countries i and j in the resolutions of the United Nations General Assembly (United
Nations, n.d.). In this case, we are assuming that donors’ political influence over recipient countries
is higher than the influence exerted by recipient countries over donor countries.

2 Independent variable

The consideration of cooperation flows as the independent variable stems from the idea that coun-
tries use development cooperation as another diplomatic tool to defend their national interests. The
variable Development Cooperation (Coop) is approximated in this study using different indicators: in
the case of Spain, we use the gross flow of Official Development Assistance (OECD, 2019); and in the
case of Brazil, we estimate the series based on IPEA (2017 and 2018), which includes the monetary
assessment of Brazil’s technical cooperation, and the Ibero-American General Secretariat (SEGIB, n.d.).
For the years when monetary data were not available, they were estimated based on the number of
technical projects carried out by Brazil in the country that year (SEGIB, n.d.), and the project average
cost for the same country (IPEA, 2017, 2018 and 2020).

3 Control variables

History teaches us that countries can use their higher economic power (both in terms of purchasing
power and capacity to invest) to defend their own interests. Given that the inclusion in the model
of variables that want to capture the weight of the donor country on the recipient’s imports and
investments could generate multicollinearity problems, we opted to include a control variable which
aims to measure the disproportion between the economic sizes of donor and recipient countries. In
doing so, we are trying to control using the influence capacity associated with economic size rather
than with development cooperation. This variable is calculated as the ratio between the nominal GDP
of the donor country and the nominal GDP of the recipient country (World Bank, n.d.). Both series
are expressed in current dollars.

Last, we include in the model a dummy variable which aims to capture the Ideological Coincidence
(IC) between Brazil and Spain and the rest of the selected countries. The rationale behind this is that
governments sharing the same political spectrum are more likely to cooperate in both a political and an
economic way. This dummy variable adopts the value 1 when parties with similar ideologies govern the
provider and recipient countries, and 0 when there is no ideological coincidence between governments.

Panel Data Estimation

In this section we estimate a panel data model. This methodology allows for the increased reliability
of the estimation, control of individual heterogeneity, and the capture of more dynamic relationships
between the variables (Greene, 1997). The sample consists of a panel of 16 Latin American coun-
tries observed for the 9-year period 2010–2018. We introduce as regressor the dependent variable
lagged one period to make the panel more dynamic. Likewise, dependent and independent variables
are differentiated to avoid spurious relationships stemming from shared temporal trends.

Table 2 shows the results of the panel data estimation of Equation 1. The panel was estimated
by introducing robust errors, since robust estimates are obtained for any type of correlation between
observations, and any type of heteroscedasticity is corrected (without having to specify the functional
form) using the Huber-White or sandwich technique.

In the Spanish case, the parameter associated with the lagged cooperation variable is positive
and significant with a confidence level of 90 percent, suggesting that development cooperation could
increase Spanish influence on the region. However, this influence did not seem to be immediate and
needed one period to come into being. Likewise, the negative significant parameter associated with
the lagged dependent variable suggests that the preferential treatment of recipient countries by Spain
is short-lived and is unlikely to continue over time.

The results in the Brazilian case are quite different from those obtained in the Spanish case. The most
relevant result corresponds to the negative and non-significant (both contemporaneous and lagged)
impact of development cooperation on the bilateral dependency of its partners, thereby confirming

© 2023 The Authors. Bulletin of Latin American Research published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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Table 2. Estimation of Equation 1 Between 2010 and 2018a

Endog. var: Dep Spain Brazil

Dep (−1) −0.465 −0.306
(0.000)b (0.000)

Coop −0.003 −0.015
(0.831) (0.910)

Coop (−1) 0.020 −0.012
(0.059) (0.119)

GDP 0.004 0.005
(0.434) (0.001)

IC −0.118 −0.193
(0.828) (0.386)

Cons 0.084 −0.111
(0.653) (0.598)

R2 0.235 0.128
Prob. chi2 0.000 0.000
Hausman Test 1.30 1.26
Prob. chi2 0.935 0.738

Source: Own elaboration.
a
Standard errors are clustered by country.

b
p-value is shown in brackets.

Table 3. Estimation of Equation 1 Between 2010 and 2018a

Country Spain Brazil

End. var. TD FD PD TD FD PD

TD (−1) −0.366 - - −0.445 - -
(0.000)b (0.000)

FD (−1) - −0.529 - - −0.357 -
(0.000) (0.000)

PD (−1) - - −0.712 - - −0.391
(0.000) (0.000)

Coop −0.013 −0.003 0.160 0.096 −0.025 0.003
(0.923) (0.329) (0.753) (0.493) (0.778) (0.970)

Coop (−1) 0.126 0.003 0.062 −0.003 −0.042 0.019
(0.150) (0.241) (0.062) (0.921) (0.626) (0.852)

GDP 0.001 0.001 −0.011 0.003 0.001 0.001
(0.591) (0.365) (0.529) (0.060) (0.297) (0.938)

IC −0.069 −0.001 −0.994 −0.141 −0.119 1.154
(0.830) (0.981) (0.571) (0.311) (0.475) (0.580)

Cons 0.105 −0.021 1.465 −0.054 −0.013 0.001
(0.414) (0.379) (0.093) (0.635) (0.912) (0.999)

R2 0.144 0.312 0.449 0.225 0.143 0.140
Prob. chi2 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.006
Hausman test 0.61 0.91 1.64 0.75 1.35 0.61
Prob. chi2 0.988 0.70 0.896 0.861 0.717 0.895

Source: Own elaboration.
a
Standard errors are clustered by country.

b
p-value is shown in brackets.
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Development Cooperation and Dependency

the horizontal nature of Brazilian cooperation and supporting the narrative of actors and institutions
promoting South–South cooperation. Therefore, according to the results, Brazil did not appear to use
development cooperation to the benefit of its economic and political interests during the period of
study. However, the results suggest that dependence on Brazil of the selected countries would derive
from the large size of its economy and the existing disproportion in the relations with other smaller
economies. As for the Spanish case, the negative and significant parameter associated with the lagged
endogenous variable confirms that the preferential treatment of recipient countries would be one-time
and non-cumulative. In both cases, the parameter associated with ideological coincidence is not sig-
nificant. Therefore, governments sharing the same ideology do not seem to promote (or attenuate) the
preferential treatment of the sample countries by Spain or Brazil.

Given that the results seemingly confirm the link between Spanish cooperation and dependency for
the sample countries, we now proceed to determine which component is driving the overall positive
relationship to understand the nature of this dependency. Table 3 shows the results of the panel data
estimation of Equation 1, considering alternatively Trade Dependency (TD), Financial Dependency
(FD) and Political Dependency (PD) as dependent variables.

According to the results of the disaggregated analysis, development cooperation seemed to be an
effective tool to promote Spain’s political interests in the region. Although it did not appear to facil-
itate Spanish investments over the period of study, the results are less conclusive regarding the link
between Spanish exports and development cooperation with the region, since the lagged development
cooperation is close to being significant to explain trade dependency on Spain.

The results for the Brazilian case once again support the horizontal nature of development coop-
eration with the sample countries over the period of study, since they are not significant to explain
any of the disaggregated dependency indexes. The disaggregated analysis also suggests that the higher
economic power of Brazil was used to increase its exports to its regional partners, thereby increasing
their trade dependency on the largest Latin American economy.

Conclusions

The most widespread view on SSC defends that it presents a series of differential principles and val-
ues with respect to NSC. Unlike the verticality and unequal power relations of the North–South
formula, SSC assumes the principles of solidarity, reciprocity, co-responsibility (and/or mutual bene-
fit), non-interference (politics) and horizontality. However, this apparent novelty of the SSC approach
has been challenged by other scholars, who refute not only the logic of mutual benefits but also the
alleged initiative on the part of developing countries and the absence of interference in the national
sovereignties of third states. In the case of the BRICS, the greater penetration of capital in the recipient
countries and the promotion of exports have been emphasised.

Based on the analysis of the Brazilian and Spanish cases and their cooperation with the selected
Latin American countries, the present article aimed to contribute to this debate by assessing the
extent to which development cooperation has generated dependency on recipient countries, and
the existence of substantial differences between Spanish and Brazilian cooperation with the region
in this regard. The results of the empirical analysis confirm that development cooperation flows
have allowed Spain to obtain preferential treatment from the selected Latin American countries,
favouring the political alignment with Spanish foreign policy and supporting the thesis that places
NSC as another foreign policy instrument at the service of the political interests of donor countries.
However, the analysis does not seem to confirm this hypothesis in the case of Brazilian coop-
eration as the selected case study of SSC in the region. The results allow us to identify Brazil’s
higher economic dimension – and not development cooperation – as the key factor exerting its
influence on the sample countries. Despite the significant differences identified by the analysis
and the relevance of Brazilian and Spanish development cooperation in Latin America, the lack
of homogenous information forces us to be cautious in terms of cross-country comparisons. In
this regard, further research will be required to validate whether development cooperation can
generate dependent relations among recipient countries and the alternative nature of SSC. The
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current study must be understood as an initial and modest contribution to this necessary and urgent
debate.
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