
Rising to the Challenge: 
Leading the European 
Union in the face of global 
social, economic and
climate crises

Oxfam’s recommendations 
for the Belgian Presidency 
of the Council of the European Union 
(January-June 2024)



1

Introduction

In recent years, a chain of successive crises – from the 2008 economic 
crisis and ensuing Great Recession, to the Covid-19 pandemic, the war 
in Ukraine, the rise of the Far Right, the peak in anti-LGBTQ+ hate and 
the increasingly adverse effects of the climate crisis - have threatened 
progress towards a fairer, more peaceful and sustainable future. 
However, these years have also shown us that governments have a 
choice in the face of such shocks. A progressive response is possible. 

The economic response to the pandemic is a good example of this. 
In the 2008 crisis, European institutions opted for austerity which 
resulted in severe cuts in public services. In 2020, by contrast, the 
European Union (EU) adopted a strategy that previously was considered 
impossible: launching an expansive recovery plan financed by EU 
debt and temporarily suspending the Stability and Growth Pact. The 
coordinated work around the Covid-19 pandemic and the war in 
Ukraine brought Member States together in a way previously thought 
impossible. Still, there are many other crises awaiting to be tackled. 

The European elections in May 2024 will take place under Belgian 
presidency (January– June 2024). This creates its own challenges and 
opportunities. On the one hand Belgium will have the responsibility to 
consolidate progress made over the past year and finalize key files 
before the European Parliament goes into recess. On the other hand, 
it will also create the possibility to prepare proposals for the incoming 
Commission and influence the EU-agenda in the longer term.

The Belgian government has the chance to set the EU’s course by 
pushing for political agreements that are needed to implement truly 
transformative agendas, and revive citizens’ trust in EU institutions.

This document sets out Oxfam’s recommendations for the priorities 
of the Belgian presidency. In a complex and constantly changing 
environment, Oxfam wants to contribute to a long-term perspective, 
with constructive proposals to move towards an EU that is fairer and 
more sustainable, both within its geographical boundaries and in its 
relationship with the rest of the world.



2

We have grouped our proposals in three core areas: 

I.  A caring and protective Europe
This requires focusing on fair and progressive taxation to address 
the challenges ahead, as well as on guaranteeing everyone’s right 
to health.

II. A more green, sustainable, 
and socially responsible Europe
We want to see a transformation in corporate governance and a 
transition towards decarbonised and fair energy and food systems.  

III. A more cooperative 
and outward looking Europe

We want a European Union that ensures the fundamental rights of 
people on the move, everyone’s right to food and the rights of the 
Palestinian people.
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recommendations
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i
a caring and protective Europe

1. Strengthen fairer 
taxation to address 
multiple crises
Belgium will take over the presidency 
of the EU Council from Spain at a 
time of great uncertainty about the 
future of Europe’s fiscal policy and its 
sustainability. This requires concerted 
action by EU Member States and the 
European Commission, and a radical shift 
in the tax framework and fiscal rules. 

The ongoing economic slowdown 
and the cost-of-living crisis urgently 
requires once more the activation of 
social transfer packages to mitigate 
the impact on the most vulnerable 
households and on small and medium-
sized enterprises. Additionally, climate 
and humanitarian crises require the 
EU to boost its investments in a green 
transition and increase its support to 
partner countries. At the same time, 
the EU is obliged to start repaying 
the funds for the recovery instrument 
in 2028. The question is, where will 

the additional revenues to tackle 
inequality, address the climate crisis 
and mitigate the economic impact on 
the most vulnerable households in the 
EU and around the world come from?

The European Commission has launched 
a discussion on the ‘Tax mix for the 
future’; this process must consider 
both emergency crisis-response tax 
measures, as well as the need to 
address structural gaps in corporate 
and wealth taxation, and windfall 
profits. In Belgium, a tax reform is being 
discussed with the aim of balancing 
the level of taxes on labour on the one 
hand, and the level of taxes on capital 
and wealth on the other. Leading 
economists (such as Nobel Prize 
winner Joseph Stiglitz)1, international 
institutions (such as the IMF2, the UN3 
and the ECB4), an increasing number of 
policy makers (in the US5 and all around 
the world) and many millionaires6 agree 
that, especially in times of multiple 
crisis, capital should fairly contribute 
to solidarity. This is a debate that must 
also be conducted at European level. 
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Oxfam’s recommendations to the Belgian 
presidency:
1.1. Activate a tax package to tackle the multiple crises. In line with the 
EU’s “solidarity contribution” on fossil fuels companies and the revenue 
cap on energy producers, Belgium introduced an excess profit tax in the 
energy sector and a solidarity contribution for the oil sector. It is now 
critical to consolidate this mechanism and make it permanent at EU level, 
as a structural and automatic stabilizer to quickly raise substantial addi-
tional revenues in times of crisis. This means:

• A permanent and sector-wide windfall profit tax. Extend the windfall 
profit tax to all economic sectors where windfall profits are taking 
place in time of crisis, make it automatic and apply a more ambitious 
tax rate of 50 to 90%.

• Calculate the tax base on the basis of all EU corporate profits, and 
distribute the profit according to the real economic activity of a company in 
a country (applying a formulary apportionment), to prevent profit shifting to 
tax aggressive jurisdictions that facilitate ‘tax dumping’. 

1.2. Unblock the Financial Transaction Tax (FTT). The European negoti-
ations for an FTT have been stalled since 2013. It is important that the 
Belgian Presidency relaunches the negotiations to achieve an ambitious 
European FTT, which covers a wide range of financial assets. This would 
allow the generation of substantial revenues and act as a regulator of 
the financial markets  that were responsible for the 2008 crisis. Oxfam 
recommends the Belgian Presidency to steer its fellow EU Member States 
towards an agreement on an ambitious FTT, that should cover all finan-
cial transactions, including derivatives and high frequency trading. This 
could either be done within the countries of the enhanced cooperation 
or the participation could be extended to all EU countries. An FTT can 
also be introduced within the BEFIT (Business in Europe: Framework for 
Income Taxation).

1.3. Consolidate the business taxation package. Belgium will have a 
chance to accomplish important reforms for a fairer EU tax future, break-
ing away from a negative spiral of European tax competition and large 
corporations’ self-interest. Oxfam proposes to:

• Reach an agreement for an ambitious BEFIT (Business in Europe: 
Framework for Income Taxation) to compensate for the rigid and weak 
pillar 1 and pillar 2 set of measures that are part of the OECD and G20 
global deal, including the insufficient 15% minimum corporate tax rate.

• Strengthening the criteria for drawing up an EU tax havens blacklist 
and the identification of harmful tax practices, and improving the 
governance and transparency of the Code of Conduct Group for 
Business Taxation responsible for this.

• Depending on the progress of this file under the Spanish presidency, 
finalise an ambitious European Directive to prevent the misuse of shell 
companies and the role of tax enablers in facilitating tax avoidance 
and aggressive tax planning.
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1.4. Lead on a new European agenda to tax wealth and capital income. 
Taxing wealth and capital income is still a major policy gap at EU level. Lit-
tle progress has been made so far except on the automatic exchange of 
information for tax purposes, and the commitment to public registries of 
beneficial owners (delayed in implementation, under severe operational 
difficulties and recently invalidated by an ECJ decision). The debates at 
Belgian level on tax progressivity and the need to green the tax system 
must also be conducted in harmony with all European partners in order to 
address tax competition within the EU. In this regard, Oxfam proposes to:

• Depending on the progress under the Spanish presidency, continue 
the discussion on taxing wealth and capital income as part of the 
2050 Tax Mix agenda by convening a follow-up conference.

• Link this debate to green taxation and how to fund climate action and 
energy transition programs.

• Encourage the European Commission to explore the identification 
of harmful tax practices in wealth taxation, building on a similar 
approach to corporate taxation, including a European Assets Register 
to identify and track offshore wealth.

2. Build the structures 
that guarantee 
everyone’s right to 
health
While the EU plays an important 
role in addressing global health 
challenges, in many ways, its 
internal and external policies 
contribute to the status quo. We 
have seen time and again that EU 
countries put Big Pharma and trade 
interests above people’s health. 
A striking example of this was the 
EU’s inward-looking response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. From hoarding 
vaccines to blocking proposals to 
ease intellectual property rights on 

vaccines, treatments and tests, it all 
fostered extreme global inequalities.

The Belgian presidency of the 
EU Council will come at a time of 
critical changes to the global health 
architecture, including the legal 
framework governing pandemic 
preparedness and response. While 
Belgium has voiced its support over 
the past years for various initiatives 
to increase access to health care 
and treatment in low- and middle-
income countries, it has rarely 
effectively challenged the main 
lines of EU Council positions. The 
presidency is an opportunity for 
Belgium to show leadership and put 
the EU on the right course to achieve 
global solidarity and equity. 
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Oxfam’s recommendations to the Belgian 
presidency:
2.1.Demonstrate the EU’s commitment to the World Health Organization’s 
(WHO) new framework for health emergencies based on equity and human 
rights. The Pandemic Accord is being negotiated at the WHO with a plan 
to be adopted at the World Health Assembly in May 2024. In parallel, the 
members of the WHO are amending the International Health Regulations 
(IHR). The Belgian presidency will commence when final decisions are be-
ing made on adopting the new instrument and amending the IHR. Oxfam 
proposes to:

• Include concrete commitments and practical mechanisms, 
obligations, requirements, and enforceable measures to deliver 
equity. 

• Increase investment in R&D and manufacturing, and collaborate with 
manufacturers in the Global South by sharing medical technology, 
knowhow and intellectual property rights.

• Place conditions on public funding of R&D for, among others, fair 
allocation and affordable pricing of end products globally.

• Increase transparency on all aspects of innovation and access to 
medical countermeasures.

2.2. Provide political, financial, and scientific support for diversified 
R&D and manufacturing initiatives, such as the WHO mRNA hub. A WHO-
backed network of Global South manufacturers has been established to 
increase independent pharmaceutical R&D and production capacity in 
developing countries. Belgium is co-financing the initiative and has been 
one of the first countries to express its political support for it. However, 
EU involvement in the initiative is limited. Oxfam therefore proposes to:

• Ensure that the EU voices its political support for local diversified 
manufacturing that increases national/regional capacity and 
technology transfer rather than the mere setting up of production 
sites of pharmaceutical companies.

• Collaborate with institutions and researchers in the Global South 
through joint projects and training to enhance their expertise and 
production capabilities. 

• Increase financial contribution to provide local R&D and manufacturing 
initiatives with resources they need to build on their initial successes.

2.3. Put public health and global solidarity ahead of private profits. The 
Belgian presidency should continue to work on the availability and af-
fordability of medicines in the EU and equitable access to them globally. 
This includes increasing transparency on medicine pricing (e.g. Belgium 
is part of BeneluxA)7, taking greater responsibility for steering medical 
R&D, or striking a balance between incentivizing innovation and equita-
ble access to end products. 

Belgium’s presidency will come at a critical time of the revision of the 
pharmaceutical legislation; the biggest overhaul of the rules on the EU 
pharma sector in the last 20 years.  The Commission’s legislative propos-
als were published in April 2023, and it is likely the legislative process will 
continue in 2024.
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II
socioECONOMIC model: a greener, more 
sustainable, and socially responsible 
europe

3. Promote a feminist 
just energy transition 
and a new economic and 
environmental paradigm 
Our current energy production and consumption 
model is at the heart of the climate crisis. More 
than 70 countries, as well as the EU, have made 
commitments to achieve climate neutrality by 
2050. These countries account for 90% of world 
GDP and are responsible for 80% of carbon 
dioxide emissions.8

The crises in recent years have accelerated 
the need to seek a way out of last century’s 
progress paradigm based on unbridled 
economic growth, intensive use of fossil fuels 
and subsidies for their production. Time is 
running out: societies’ decarbonisation and 
the transition to clean energy can no longer 
be postponed. Nor can this be accomplished 
without linking this transition to worldwide 
social justice. At the end of 2019, energy poverty 
already affected 31 million people in the EU.9 
Factors such as income, gender, race, ability 
and geographical location may influence the 
individual’s vulnerability to energy poverty10. 
Since then, and particularly as a result of the 

war in Ukraine, the situation has worsened. 
Furthermore, the EU’s renewed interest in 
countries producing elementary resources as 
a response to the energy crisis could deepen 
the Global inequality divide and boost conflict if 
adequate safeguards are not put in place11.

During its presidency, Belgium must push for 
an energy transition that is fair, accessible, 
equitable, gender-transformative and 
sustainable within the EU, but that also 
respects fair development of the global South. 
On the one hand, this must happen within 
the framework of the European Green Deal, 
by reviewing climate legislation to achieve 
the target of at least 65% reduction12 in 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2030.13 On the 
other hand, the REPowerEU plan must be 
strengthened, by promoting savings, improving 
sustainable energy security and diversifying 
supply sources for all in Europe. All of this, 
together with a real desire to see profound 
economic changes in our societies, will make it 
possible to reconfigure existing production and 
consumption models, including the reduction 
of energy demand. Europe must strengthen 
external relations and trade with countries that 
are advancing on the same path, and avoid 
supply agreements with authoritarian regimes 
that systematically violate human rights.
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Oxfam’s recommendations to the Belgian 
presidency:
3.1. Lead the shift towards a new energy system in Europe by push-
ing for real change on the production side, eliminating fossil-fuel subsi-
dies, crop-based biofuels and other unsustainable bioenergy. This shift 
should take place within an overall reduction of the energy demand and 
improvement of energy efficiency. Belgium could also encourage the cre-
ation of a group of pioneering states, free of fossil fuels, to negotiate 
jointly in multilateral forums.

3.2. Promote discussion on the principles necessary to make the tran-
sition truly fair, accessible, equitable and sustainable, with a gen-
der-transformative14 perspective.15 The ultimate objective will be to 
adapt the European regulatory framework and external relations to these 
principles: 

• Effective participation of the individuals, households and 
communities in society that are most affected by the transition in 
discussions and decisions on the measures adopted. This must 
be implemented with a particular attention for women in all their 
diversity and persons of diverse SOGIESC16, young people, traditionally 
marginalized groups and locations and representatives of the primary 
sector.

• Fair distribution of the responsibilities, capabilities, costs and 
benefits of the transition.

• Recognition and prevention of the injustices suffered by certain 
social groups in the access to, use and control of the technology and 
resources needed for the transition.

• Fair reparation or compensation to affected communities and sectors, 
through the design of social safety nets and the protection of 
territories against new forms of “green extractivism”.17

3.3. Support low- and middle-income countries in accessing clean, ac-
cessible and reliable energy. Recognising the role Belgium has had in 
recent climate finance negotiations, it can play a key role within the EU in 
formalising multilateral mechanisms that identify, finance and evaluate 
the needs and priorities of low- and middle income countries, and their 
marginalized groups, applying a gender-transformative perspective,
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4. Champion an 
ambitious agenda of 
sustainable corporate 
governance

In today’s economic system, built 
on very complex value chains, many 
companies have been able to derive 
great benefit by exploiting people 
and planet. To meet the economic, 
social and ecological challenges of 
the energy transition, the negative 
impacts of business on human 
rights and the environment must be 
addressed and companies must be 
held responsible for their impacts. 
Self-regulation has failed to ensure 
companies take responsibility 

for damage they cause. Binding 
mechanisms are needed to ensure 
sustainable corporate governance to 
protect people and planet from abuse 
by these companies. 

In February 2022, the European 
Commission presented a proposal for 
a Directive on Corporate Sustainability 
Due Diligence (CSDDD).18 The Council 
adopted its position on the proposal 
in December 2022.19 The European 
Parliament will adopt its position in the 
first half of 2023. Although negotiations 
on the final text of the legislation 
should have progressed significantly 
during the Spanish presidency, it is 
most likely that Belgium will have the 
responsibility to finalize and conclude 
trialogues on the CSDDD.

Oxfam’s recommendations to the Belgian 
presidency:
4.1. Promote the adoption of an ambitious and effective Directive to de-
fend human and environmental rights within the EU and beyond, meeting 
the following criteria:

• Scope: the Directive should apply to all companies, including the 
financial sector, according to their size and exposure to risk (as 
established by the UN and the OECD), and should cover their entire 
global value chain. Due diligence obligations should cover companies’ 
purchasing practices and pricing strategies, as well as their business 
models, and should respect the right to a living wage or a living 
income for all people in the value chain. Moreover, due diligence 
should not be limited to “established business relations”, but should 
apply to all business relationships, based on an assessment of the 
severity and likelihood of negative impacts.

• Justice and effective remedy:  the Directive should ensure that 
business enterprises can be held liable under civil law for human 
rights and environmental adverse impacts in their global value 
chains and within their operations and business relationships. 
Barriers to access to justice for victims of corporate abuse must be 
reduced, including by considering CSOs and trade unions eligible 
for representative action, allocating the burden of proof fairly, 
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and providing rules on the disclosure of evidence and statute of 
limitations that ensure adequate, timely and effective access to 
judicial remedy for anyone impacted by the company.

• Directors’ duty: the Directive should establish and clearly specify the 
directors’ duty to address human rights, climate and environmental 
impacts and their duty to take responsibility for the oversight and 
decisions on due diligence.

• Gender perspective: although the CSDDD presents a key opportunity 
to advance women’s rights and gender equality in companies’ 
international value chains, the Commission’s proposal does not 
integrate a gender lens and risks leaving women behind. The Directive 
in general, and the due diligence obligation in particular should be 
gender-responsive20 by including an obligation to identify and assess 
the specific impact on the human rights of women and girls.

• Climate commitment: the environmental and climate impact of 
businesses are not adequately addressed; companies should be 
required to identify, prevent and mitigate adverse climate impacts as 
part of their due diligence process.

4.2 Lead by example by passing national due diligence legislation on 
human and environmental rights. The best way to lead a European regu-
latory process in sustainable corporate governance is through a national 
law that creates an ambitious standard. In this regard, the adoption of 
the draft law proposed in federal Parliament (April 2021) on the duty of 
care of companies for their value chain would put Belgium at the fore-
front of such regulations in Europe and the world.

5. Address the power 
imbalances in our food 
system and transition 
towards sustainable, 
fair and climate resilient 
food systems
A) Food, power and inequality

The combination of poverty and inequality, 
human rights violations, conflict, 
climate change and food price inflation 
accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic 
had already resulted in 828 million people 
worldwide not having enough to eat21. 
The impact of the war in Ukraine has been 

an additional layer to a long-standing 
failure in the global food system. Today, an 
increasing number of people also in the EU 
are struggling to afford their next meal.

Simultaneously, the world’s main food 
traders have made record profits, and 
the billionaires involved in the food and 
agribusiness sector have seen their 
collective wealth increase by $382bn (45%) 
between 2020 and 2022. It is unacceptable 
that such inequality exists. The 
imbalances in the global food system are 
also concerning in terms of market power. 
Market concentration is so severe that just 
1% of the farms in the world control 65% of 
the agricultural land, and four big traders 
carry out 70% of global trade in agricultural 
commodities by value22.
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The Belgian Presidency must support 
a real, fundamental shift to just food 
systems in Europe as well as globally. This 
means transitioning from the industrial, 
exploitative and extractive model to a local 
and sustainable one, which contributes 
to climate resilience, stops the loss of 
biodiversity, and places the wellbeing 
of people and planet at the centre. The 
Belgian EU Presidency must support the 
full implementation of the Farm to Fork 
Strategy and the adoption of an ambitious 
Sustainable Food Systems (SFS) Law. 
The SFS Law should adopt a systemic 
approach as well as binding and quantified 
targets to respect planetary limits.

Trade agreements currently under 
negotiation, like the EU-Mercosur 
Agreement, risk stimulating agro-
industrial farming at the detriment of 
small-scale farmers. While it has its 
role to play, international trade should 
be seen as complementary to local 
food production, and not as the main 
driver of a country’s food security. 
Therefore, parliamentary control over 
our trade policy must be maintained. 
The Commissions’ decision to split 
trade agreements into a political and a 
commercial part effectively side-lines 
national parliaments’ final ratification call 
and thus erodes parliamentary power and 
democratic control.

B) Food,gender and women’s rights

Women play multiple roles in food security 
– not only as food producers, farmers 
and wage workers, but also as natural 

resource managers, food processors and 
traders. Women represent about 35.2% of 
the agricultural working units in Europe 
(Eurostat 2016) and 43% of the agricultural 
workforce worldwide23. Women also 
represent the highest part of unpaid farm 
workers. In Belgium, for example, women 
make up 61% of the unpaid labour force24. 
Their knowledge, skills and leadership, 
however, are frequently made invisible 
and remain undervalued. Women are 
side-lined in decision-making and under-
represented in agricultural associations 
and, as a result, their perspectives 
and rights are not reflected in policies, 
programmes and legal frameworks.

Globally, and at the EU level, there has 
been progress in policy commitments 
to ensure women’s contributions 
to agriculture and food security are 
recognized. Yet despite the rhetoric, 
there is still too little concrete action to 
ensure that women’s rights and interests 
are prioritized and that they have the 
resources they need to improve their 
livelihoods, and tackle food insecurity 
and climate change. 

By stimulating an agro-industrial model, 
trade agreements can have a severe 
negative impact on women. Most trade 
agreements of the EU remain gender-
blind, and the newest ones -do not 
go further than paying lip-service 
to women’s rights. As long as trade 
agreements are not negotiated on the 
basis of gender-disaggregated data, 
women will lose out on the purportedly 
benefits of global trade.
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Oxfam’s recommendations to the Belgian 
presidency:
5.1. Prioritise support to sustainable, fair and climate resilient local food 
production. Ensure that the rights of small-scale farmers and agricultur-
al workers producing our food are respected, and that they are better 
supported in expanding sustainable local food production, especially in 
low-income countries. This should involve a specific focus on supporting 
women farmers and workers and respecting the agroecological princi-
ples. Oxfam proposes to:

• Provide more and better (public) funding dedicated to agroecology  
and develop regulatory frameworks that secure a fair remuneration 
for societal services that agroecology provides (e.g. food 
security, biodiversity preservation, carbon storage and landscape 
maintenance).

• Place food security and sustainable agriculture back as a priority area 
of development cooperation under the Neighbourhood, Development 
and International Cooperation instrument – Global Europe (NDICI), 
especially in those partner countries that are facing food crises. 
The review of the EU Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) is an 
opportunity to significantly scale up investments in this area.

• Do not obscure the vital role of public finance in promoting inclusive 
agricultural transformation that benefits agroecological systems, 
locally-led food production, and small-scale farmers, specifically 
considering the increased focus on private finance and cooperation 
with the private sector, for example under the European Fund for 
Sustainable for Development Plus (EFSD+) and the Global Gateway.

5.2. Implement more effective policies regarding gender equality in ag-
riculture. Make women’s economic empowerment a priority, by support-
ing agricultural transformation that creates an enabling environment for 
women to exercise their rights. Oxfam proposes to:

• Ensure a better representativity of women farmers in agricultural 
associations and in decision-making processes, and support policies 
that facilitate women’s access to finance, inputs, resources and 
services, and protect their land rights.

• Ensure that agricultural and trade policies benefit both men and 
women in all their diversity. A first step to that end is to make the 
collection of sex-disaggregated data compulsory in order to be able 
to assess how the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) affects gender 
inequalities.

• Ensure that gender dimensions are included in trade agreement 
negotiations, notably by including methodologies to assess gender-
differentiated impacts of trade in the impact assessments, with the 
aim of ensuring that trade benefits women in agriculture.
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5.3. Ensure an EU trade policy that supports fair and equitable food sys-
tems. Support local and regional economies in low-income countries that 
come to the benefit of local people and that ensure food is produced and 
available locally at a fair and affordable price. Oxfam proposes to:

• Promote the principle of Policy Coherence for Sustainable 
Development so that the EU trade and agriculture policies and 
practices do not undermine people’s food security or livelihoods, or 
the development of the local food and agricultural sector, in low-
income countries.

• Through the Foreign Affairs Council, request the European Commission 
to stop splitting agreements with third countries into a political and a 
commercial part to avoid ratification by Member States’ parliaments. 
Explicitly include in future negotiation mandates that political and 
commercial parts of agreements with third countries are one and 
indivisible.

• Retract the Commission’s mandate to finalise a trade agreement with 
Mercosur and demand a renegotiation of an agreement that considers 
the interests of small-scale (women) farmers and the Mercosur 
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countries at large.

III
the eu in the world: 
a less self-centered europe

6. Ensure migration and 
asylum policies that 
respect human rights
At a time of great international upheaval 
and the increasing politicisation of 
migration, the EU aims to complete 
the negotiations and adopt the 
legislative files constituting the 
European Pact on Migration and 
Asylum (2020) under the Belgian 
Presidency, a crucial opportunity to 
reform and improve some of the long-
standing deficiencies characterising 
the EU asylum system and leading to 
continued human rights violations of 
refugees and asylum seekers in the EU. 
Simultaneously, the EU is advancing 
on the externalisation of its migration 
policies beyond the EU25, among others 
by introducing (even) more migration 

conditionality in development aid 
through the implementation of the EU’s 
development budget (Global Europe / 
NDICI), as well as in the EU’s trade (GSP) 
and visa policies. At a time when partner 
countries are facing the devastating 
effects of multiple interlinked global 
crises, including the food and climate 
crisis, it is crucial that EU development 
aid is used for ending poverty and 
inequality, not for advancing its internal 
migration objectives.

The EU and its Member States must 
promote an EU migration and asylum 
system that respects the fundamental 
rights of people on the move, without 
discrimination. They must welcome 
people seeking protection in Europe in 
safety and dignity, and provide access 
to a fair and timely asylum procedure, 
while effectively sharing responsibility.
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Oxfam’s recommendations to the Belgian 
presidency:
5.1. Promote the adoption of a mandatory solidarity mechanism that pri-
oritizes relocation. EU Member States must finally reach an agreement 
to share the responsibility of protecting and welcoming asylum seekers 
in Europe. This must be in the form of a binding agreement, that prioritiz-
es mandatory relocation quotas that are not exchangeable for forms of 
containment, border security, returns or other harmful measures that are 
labelled as ‘solidarity’.

5.2. Ensure independent border monitoring mechanisms that respect 
human rights and the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. The European 
Pact on Migration and Asylum provides for the creation of Independent 
Border Monitoring Mechanisms (IBMMs) at Europe’s borders. However, 
there has been little progress on these mechanisms since 2020, while 
illegal enforced returns and rights violations of people crossing the EU’s 
internal and external borders are widespread.

The Belgian presidency must use its mandate to present an action plan 
on establishing these mechanisms throughout the EU, regardless of the 
outcomes of the negotiations on the Pact. To accomplish this, it should 
take lessons learned in Greece26 and Croatia27 into account, include civil 
society recommendations, and pay particular attention to the mecha-
nism’s independence, scope, transparency and justiciability. It should 
also consider the consequences in the case of non-compliance by Mem-
ber States.

5.3. Monitor migration conditionality in Official Development Aid (ODA). 
One of the clearest and most worrisome examples of border externalisa-
tion is the misuse of ODA by Member States and the EU, to achieve their 
domestic political interests on migration control and readmission rather 
than its primary purpose of fighting poverty and building resilience. The 
Belgian presidency must therefore promote the monitoring and trans-
parency of, as well as increased democratic scrutiny over, ODA spending 
on migration-related projects, in particular regarding the Global Europe / 
NDICI’s 10% migration marker.28 Oxfam proposes that:

• Only activities whose main objective is to promote the economic 
development and well-being of migrants in partner countries are 
classified as ODA. 

• ODA cannot function as a tool to promote donors’ domestic political or 
migration interests, e.g., as a form of reward for readmission quotas 
or as an alternative to meeting relocation quotas. Since curbing 
mobility can in fact have a detrimental impact on development, this 
contradicts ODA’s main objective of eradicating poverty, as set out in 
the EU Treaty, as well as the EU’s commitment to Policy Coherence for 
Development

• ODA should integrate the migration and development approach as 
per its objective, seeing as human mobility can be an opportunity 
to build resilience.29 The ability to move, even in contexts of forced 
displacement, can be a survival strategy. Interfering with human 
mobility can undermine the resilience of people and communities, 
while integrating and supporting it in a structured, rights-based way 
can increase communities’ resilience.
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7. Address the root 
causes of conflict-
induced food insecurity
The combination of extreme inequality 
and poverty, human rights violations, 
conflict, climate change and sharp 
food and energy price inflation, has 
resulted in hundreds of millions of 
people not having enough to eat. 
Among these factors, war remains 
the main cause of hunger, as 70% of 
people suffering from food insecurity 
globally live in areas affected by 
conflict.30 Whether as a result of 
deliberate actions by parties to 
conflicts or because of the negligence 
of governments and the international 
community, people in these areas are 
not starving, they are being starved31.  

Women and girls are disproportionally 
affected; too often eating last and 
eating least. Rising food insecurity 
further poses severe protection threats 
to the most vulnerable as communities 
look to life-changing coping 
mechanisms, for example by fleeing 
their homes, pursuing dangerous 
routes to find food and water, pulling 
children from school in order to work 
for more income, and joining military 
groups to gain food and economic 
security. Moreover, as food insecurity 

rises, competition over resources 
rises, fuelling a vicious cycle of hunger 
and conflict – which is increasingly 
aggravated by the compounding 
effects of climate change.  

Since war broke out in 2015, Yemen 
has been home to one of the world’s 
worst humanitarian crises, with 3.5 
million people acutely malnourished 
and 17.4 million suffering from hunger. 
The conflict has resulted in thousands 
of casualties, forced over 4 million 
Yemenis into displacement and led 
to a collapse of the economy.  Food 
prices have more than doubled; as 
a consequence, many can no longer 
afford to buy enough food to eat and 
levels of hunger and malnutrition have 
soared. 32

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
access to land is both negatively 
impacted by violence and a source of 
conflict. Over 25% of the population is 
acutely food insecure33, and more than 
5 million people have fled their homes, 
making it the largest displacement 
crisis in Africa. 

Despite a severely worsening needs 
trend, governments have not taken 
sufficient concerted action to address 
rising levels of food insecurity or the 
root causes of it. 
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Oxfam’s recommendations to the Belgian 
presidency:
7.1 Ensure that the issue of conflict-driven hunger remains high on the 
agenda of the Council working party on Humanitarian Aid and Food Aid 
(COHAFA). Strategic and policy debate among EU Member States and the 
European Commission must be fostered in order to:

• encourage the mobilisation of European funds to address 
emergencies by filling funding gaps in emergency responses.

• address the root causes of hunger crises, including by investing in 
“triple nexus” approaches across humanitarian relief, development 
programmes and peacebuilding.

7.2 Take actions to support meaningful accountability for violations of 
International Humanitarian Law (IHL) and greater reporting under UN 
Security Council resolution 2417. While the adoption of UNSC resolution 
2417 in 2018, that acknowledged the link between conflict and hunger 
internationally for the first time, represented a historic moment, its im-
plementation and reporting are far for being satisfactory. 

7.3 Enhance synergy between commitments and efforts delivered at Eu-
ropean and UN level. As elected member of the UN Human Rights Council, 
Belgium should deliver on its commitment to strengthen the positive in-
teraction between the three interlinked and mutually reinforcing pillars 
of the UN Charter: peace and security, development, and human rights, 
with a focus on right to food.

8. Play the the role of 
the positive enabler for 
collective concrete steps 
that support Palestinians
After 56 years of Israeli military 
occupation affecting Palestinians in all 
aspects of their daily lives, the conflict 
has deteriorated again in 2023. Since 
the most right-wing government 
Israel has ever known took power, the 
threat of annexation of parts of the 
occupied West Bank is now openly on 
the Israeli political agenda. While 2022 
saw already a record high in terms of 
settlement expansion, 2023 is on its 
way to break that record.

Israeli annexation of any part of 
the West Bank is a violation of the 
basic principles of international law 
and a violation of Palestinians’ right 
to self-determination, which were 
both cornerstones of the EU’s role 
in the search for a sustainable and 
long-lasting solution to the conflict. 
Annexation exacerbates the culture of 
impunity, land confiscation, outpost 
construction and human rights 
abuses against Palestinians, leading 
to a further surge in violence and 
displacement.

It is now even more critical for the 
EU to act – and Oxfam encourages 
Belgium to continue to put forward 
initiatives urging for common action 
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– as the Israeli government is likely 
to lead on a process of expanding 
the dual legal system, effectively 
deepening systematic discrimination 
between Palestinians and Israeli 
settlers. The lack of policy coherence 
with the EU Council Conclusions on the 
Middle East Peace Process from 2016, 
which underline the illegal character 
of the settlements, is a gap that needs 
to be filled. The Belgian presidency of 
the Council has the chance to do so.

In parallel, violence, civilian casualties 
and the number of violations of IHL 
are increasing exponentially, with 
2022 being the deadliest year for 
Palestinians in the West Bank since the 
United Nations started systematically 
counting fatalities in 2005.  

In the meantime, the 16-year blockade 
on land, sea and air imposed on Gaza 
by Israel continues to take a heavy 
toll on Palestinian families, who 
are being collectively and illegally 
punished. Severe restrictions on 
movement of people and goods have 
created a situation of worsening 
de-development. In 2023, 29% of 
households are categorized as in 
‘catastrophic’ or ‘extreme’ conditions, 
compared to 10% in 2022. 

While countermeasures in case of 
annexation have been discussed by 
Belgium and like-minded EU States, 
plans to gradually lift restrictions on 
movements for people and goods in 
and out of Gaza are urgently needed. 

Oxfam’s recommendations to the Belgian 
presidency:
8.1 Initiate immediate and proportional diplomatic measures including 
restrictive measures in relation to any annexation of territory in the Oc-
cupied Palestinian Territory. Belgium should lead all 27 Member States 
and the EU to ensure they follow consistent EU Foreign Affairs Council 
policy and uphold the same standards in all circumstances where a State 
acquires or attempts to acquire territory by force in breach of interna-
tional law. Should a consensus not be reached at the EU level by all 27 
Member States, Belgium should form a collective of Member States will-
ing to take measures in response to the annexation.

8.2 Ensure that the EU policy of differentiation between Israel and its ille-
gal settlement activities in the occupied Palestinian territory is consist-
ently applied in all bilateral relations with Israel. In its coalition agreement, 
the Belgian government committed to take further steps in its territorial 
differentiation policy towards Israel and to work, ideally at multilateral and 
EU level, on a series of efficient and proportionate countermeasures in the 
case of annexation of Palestinian territory by Israel. Oxfam encourages the 
Belgian government to keep on playing the role of positive enabler and 
utilise the opportunity of the Presidency to encourage other EU Member 
States to take concrete steps to support Palestinians.
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8.3 Support a European-level ban on all trade in Israeli settlements in 
the occupied Palestinian territory. Third states have the obligation to 
end trade with Israeli settlements based on the duties of non-recogni-
tion and non-assistance, which are activated because of the violation 
of peremptory norms of international law by Israel in its settlement ac-
tivity34. Such a measure ensures respect for IHL and UN Security Council 
Resolution 2334, and is consistent with the EU’s position35.

8.4 Encourage other European donors, the EU and the UN to lead on the 
formation of a political and economic roadmap connected to a time-
bound plan which include clear benchmarks and accountability mech-
anisms, for the overall development of the Gaza Strip. This timebound 
plan should be developed with local stakeholders and authorities and 
must include a political strategy and concrete bilateral and collective 
efforts on ending the Gaza blockade.

8.5 Encourage all Member States to engage with and support the work 
of the International Court of Justice in its preparation of the advisory 
opinion, including through submission of written and oral statements on 
the questions presented to the Court.
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