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Your Majesty, 

Your Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

I am delighted, together with my co-host, UN Under-Secretary-General Wu 

Hongbo, to welcome you to Brussels at the United Nations Development 

Cooperation Forum.  

I am delighted that you could all make it, despite the terrorist attacks that struck 

Brussels two weeks ago. I do urge you to take the time to explore this marvellous 
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city during the coming days. As you will notice, Brussels is a great place and its 

people are quite resilient. 

 

Your Majesty, 

Let me first of all thank you, on behalf of all participants, for officially opening 

this symposium. Your involvement in international development and your personal 

interest in education and health are well-known. This was underscored when, 

earlier this year, UN Secretary-General Ban ki-Moon invited you to join the 

Sustainable Development Goals Advocacy Group, a group of 17 eminent 

personalities who will assist the Secretary-General in garnering momentum for the 

SDGs. 

The Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development is innovative in many ways. It is a 

universal and global endeavour which breaks with the traditional North-South 

dichotomy of developed and developing countries. We are all developing countries 

now, be it at different stages of development. We all face challenges and we are all 

accountable to our citizens. 

The Agenda 2030 consolidates the broadening of the development concept, from a 

narrow focus on economic growth in the 1950s to an emphasis on basic needs in 

the 1970s and a broad view in the 1990s that stressed human development and 
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human rights. In the last decade we have invested a lot of resources to develop a 

more coherent approach to peace and security, to climate change, to inequality and 

migration. We know all these development challenges are indivisible and 

interrelated. Each cannot be achieved without achieving the other. That is what the 

Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development is all about. 

 

Your Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

At the start of last year, UN Secretary-General Ban ki-Moon argued that 2015, 

with the summits in Sendai, Addis Abeba, New York and Paris, should become a 

year of “paradigm shift” for people and planet. It will, of course, be up to 

historians to make a final judgment on this. Still, I am convinced that 2015 has 

indeed been a landmark year, a game changer for international development. 

We have broadened the development agenda, from poverty eradication to a range 

of global challenges such as climate, peace and security, inequality and migration. 

We have managed to bring these challenges together in one ambitious, global and 

universal agenda focused around the “5 P’s”, People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace, and 

Partnership. Some critics argue that 17 SDGs and 169 targets are too many, 
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especially when compared to the 8 MDGs. I tend not to agree. Synthesizing the 

development challenges of the whole world, of six continents, 193 nations and 

over 7 billion people into 17 goals is quite an achievement. It has proved a triumph 

for multilateral diplomacy, for the United Nations and its Secretary-General, at a 

time when such victories are too few and far between. 

 

Your Majesty, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The present DCF High Level Symposium will focus on rethinking development 

cooperation for the SDGs in three main areas: first, the importance of national 

institutions for the implementation of Agenda 2030; secondly, the specific 

challenges for the least developed countries and other countries in vulnerable 

situations to implement this Agenda; and thirdly, the “UN fit-for-purpose” debate 

on how to make international institutions fit for this new paradigm. Indeed, if we 

want to achieve these SDGs by 2030, there will be no room for business as usual. 

The paradigm has shifted and so must we. Structures must follow strategy. 

Let me start with the main challenges for Belgium with respect to this new 

Agenda. Belgium, like many other countries, needs to answer some tough 

questions. How to create better instruments to address the new development 
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agenda? How to ensure this ‘trillion dollar agenda’ is indeed provided with 

sufficient means and resources to make it succeed? What role for official 

development assistance, given its diminished volume in global development 

finance? How to directly impact populations in partner countries, to empower 

citizens or to engage partner governments as true drivers for change? And what 

about our own Belgian international development policies? How to make them fit 

for the purpose of Agenda 2030? 

Belgium, with others, firmly believes that its Official Development Assistance 

must focus on countries most in need, being the least developed countries and 

fragile and conflict-affected states. We need to reverse the declining trend of ODA 

to LDCs. That is why Belgium is committed to directing 50% of its ODA to the 

least developed countries. And that is why 12 out of our new list of 14 partner 

countries are least developed countries. 

The least developed, fragile and conflict-affected countries are facing many of the 

greatest development challenges. With limited trade and financial links to the rest 

of the world, they have not reaped substantial benefits from globalization. 

Meanwhile, they are bearing many of the costs of global progress, such as climate 

change. Many LDCs have struggled with recurring cycles of conflict, in addition to 

corruption, weak administrative capacities and intrusions by organized 

international crime networks. These vulnerabilities create pockets of instability that 
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may spill over regionally and even globally. In these countries with low domestic 

revenue, ODA will continue to play a crucial role in filling finance gaps for 

poverty eradication and other development challenges.  

 

Dear Colleagues, 

Strengthening national capacities and mobilizing domestic resources are key 

drivers for development. That is why Belgium adhered to the Addis Tax Initiative 

which aims at doubling support for technical cooperation in the field of taxation by 

2020. Two weeks ago, I signed an agreement with the IMF’s newly established 

Revenue Mobilization Trust Fund. And in January of this year, I signed a general 

cooperation convention with the Republic of Guinea which waives exemptions on 

import duties and VAT for development projects. After all, it is contradictory to 

encourage partner countries to raise their domestic revenue while at the same time 

asking for tax exemptions from those same countries. 

As World Bank President Jim Yong Kim said, we will need trillions, not billions if 

we are serious about the Agenda 2030. That means mobilizing domestic revenue, 

indeed. But it also means exploring new financing methods. Impact bonds are a 

promising financial instrument as they can turn investment capital into 

humanitarian and development assistance, delivering social and economic impact. 
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At the up-coming World Humanitarian Summit in Istanbul, Belgium and the 

International Committee of the Red Cross will present the first-ever Humanitarian 

Impact Bond that will be used for the expansion of the ICRC’s Physical 

Rehabilitation Program. 

 

 

Dear Colleagues, 

The private sector has to play a key role in advancing the SDGs. As UN Secretary-

General Ban ki-Moon phrased it, we need “to mobilize, direct and unlock the 

transformative power of trillions of dollars of private resources”. Indeed, we will 

not be able to achieve the SDGs without the private sector. Let me be even more 

assertive. We will only achieve the SDGs if we put the private sector at central 

stage. That is why I have called upon the Belgian private sector to take up a 

stronger, more pro-active stance in international development.  

Strengthening national capacities implies the creation of a dynamic local private 

sector – first and foremost through the development of healthy small and medium-

sized enterprises. SMEs constitute the real economic tissue in developing 

countries, far more than international companies. And still, SMEs often experience 

great difficulties in accessing capital and technical expertise. That is why 
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Development Finance Institutions must concentrate their efforts on strengthening 

SMEs and that is exactly what I have instructed the Belgian investment agency 

BIO to do. 

 

 

Your Majesty, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

This new paradigm for international development coincides with the Fourth 

Industrial Revolution. With the digital revolution that also holds the power to 

transform the development path of countries and peoples. Digital innovation brings 

the Sustainable Development Goals within reach. 

I must admit that, some 18 months ago when I was entrusted with both the 

portfolios of international development and digital agenda, this seemed an odd 

combination. But very rapidly I came to realise that this combination is in fact 

cutting-edge and puts us at the forefront of how to tackle development challenges 

in the 21st century. Indeed, as connectivity increases at a staggering pace, its 

disruptive power proves its ability to transform lives and livelihoods for the better.  
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* 

* * 

New ways of financing development, a key role for the private sector, unleashing 

the digital dividends. Those are three levers for achieving the Sustainable 

Development Goals. This leaves us, finally, with the need for critical introspection. 

Are we fit for the Agenda 2030 purpose? And more specifically for our 

proceedings today and tomorrow, how to achieve a more effective and better 

coordinated UN-system? 

The UN Development Cooperation Forum offers a unique platform for example-

setting and for exchanging ideas and good practices in a non-ideological and non-

polarized setting. We have to make sure that we do not compromise on this and 

that the DCF-voice is being heard at all centres of decision-making. I would like to 

make two comments in this regard. 

First, after our successful meetings in Korea and Uganda last year, this Brussels-

based edition is our last meeting before the DCF ministerial meeting that will take 

place at the end of July. What strikes me here, however, is that our DCF-

ministerial will take place after the ministerial segment of the High Level Political 

Forum. The High Level Political forum will take a first set of important decisions 

regarding the implementation of the Agenda 2030. The DCF ministerial meeting 
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will take place after these decisions have been reached. That is a shame. We really 

must adjust the cycle of our meetings in the future so that it becomes more timely 

in view of the HLPF meetings. If the DCF does not feed properly into the High 

Level Political Forum, it will become less relevant. 

Secondly, I would like to draw your attention to a meeting, later this afternoon, of 

the DCF Advisory Group and the Steering Committee of the Global Partnership on 

Effective Development Cooperation. In order to make development more effective 

and predictable, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda provided us with a clear mandate 

to achieve more complementarity between the Development Cooperation Forum 

and the Global Partnership. I know this is an uncomfortable truth for some of us. 

But we really cannot afford to have two separate and parallel work processes 

anymore. The Development Cooperation Forum and the Global Partnership engage 

the same people to participate in the same debates on the same topics in two 

completely separated fora. That is not effective. And it is not conducive with the 

universal and global approach of the Agenda 2030. We need to streamline these 

two processes. That does not mean merging them. But it does mean avoiding 

duplication through a division of labour. I therefore call on the participants to this 

meeting to have a bold and open discussion that may result in concrete ideas to 

move forward.  
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Your Majesty, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

How to better conclude this opening statement than quoting one of Belgium’s 

greatest artists ever, the legendary Jacques Brel, who ended his song Quand on a 

que l’amour with the line “Alors sans avoir rien, que la force d'aimer, nous aurons 

dans nos mains, amis, le monde entier.” “Having nothing but the strength to love, 

we will have in our hands, my friends, the whole world.”  

 

It’s not that I wish each and every one of you to be struck by Cupid’s arrow these 

next two days. But what I do wish all of us is the spirit of heart that Brel so 

eloquently described. The spirit of heart of equals, who can distinguish between 

what is important and what is less important to carry the world forward. 

 

Thank you for coming to Brussels and I wish you a very good conference! 


