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Abstract
The growing debt burdens of Global South countries stand in the way of essential mitigation and
adaptation efforts in relation to climate breakdown. Moreover, the impacts of climate breakdown are
likely to increase these debt burdens. This thesis explores the possibilities to bring about Global South
external sovereign debt cancellation (GSDC), that allows for a self-determined and just transition
towards a sustainable economy. The focus on debt cancellation - as opposed to more ‘sustainable’
debt service levels - is motivated by the enormous climate debt accumulated by the Global North
through the pursuit of strategies and practices of extractivist economic development in relation to
the Global South.

The thesis reviews four literature areas to give a comprehensive account of the context that is deemed
relevant to GSDC. These are: the role of power in global governance; the sovereign debt restructuring
regime; the enactment of the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries initiative (HIPC); and the Jubilee
2000 movement. This was complemented by a series of semi-structured interviews and informal
conversations with knowledgeable actors in relation to GSDC. Data processing was done through
reflexive thematic analysis.

The results explore five aspects of GSDC: Relevant actors and their prospective roles, arguments in
favour and against, enablers and barriers, process of bringing about GSDC, and safeguards for a self-
determined and just transition. The results point towards four different processes or pathways that
could lead to the realisation of GSDC: audit and repudiation; creation of a multilateral debt resolution
framework; hegemonic GSDC; and collaborative default by Global South governments. Barriers and
enablers are considered for each of these processes, as well as the possibilities for safeguarding a
self-determined and just transition.

This study contributes to the contemporary understanding of the political economy of the sovereign
debt restructuring regime. Moreover, practitioners who are advocating for GSDC could use the
research to complement their understanding and inform their efforts. Further research could inves-
tigate which (Global South) countries have the potential to form an alliance that could coordinate
a collaborative default. Alternatively, the possibilities for a multilateral approach to sovereign debt
auditing and the potential for subsequent repudiation to achieve GSDC could be investigated.

Keywords: Sovereign debt, debt cancellation, global financial governance, South-North rela-
tions
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Terminology
Climate breakdown This is used as an alternative phrasing to anthropogenic climate change,
highlighting its increasingly catastrophic impacts. The term climate breakdown is used for multiple
reasons. This better reflects the need to act rapidly, as it indicates that some of its impacts are
irreversible and will continue to get worse over time, especially in relation to so-called ‘tipping
points’ [1]. Moreover, by using the term ‘breakdown’ its effects are problematised as opposed to
‘change’ which could allow for a normalisation of its effects.

Debt sustainability This is used as a concept in which sovereign states have a ‘sustainable’ debt,
the measurement of this specific level of debt can be used as a basis to identify how much debt must
be restructured (or cancelled). Two different perspectives exist on what this ‘sustainability’ should
imply. The ‘poverty trap’ approach argues for an assessment of essential needs to identify what
would be ‘sustainable’, whereas the ‘selective’ approach argues that selectivity and conditionalities
are needed to avoid wasting money on corrupt governments and uses a more technocratic approach
to what is sustainable [2]. This thesis refers to debt sustainability in the sense that debts are only
sustainable when they do not limit the provision of basic human rights as well as do not infringe on
the sovereignty of a state through the imposition of conditionalities by creditors.

Global South As this research will be focusing on sovereign debts, the term Global South will be
used in the sense of countries that are negatively impacted by the global economic order, whilst
acknowledging that there are places and communities in the Global North that belong to the South
and vice versa [3]. Notably, countries of the Global South are not a homogeneous group, there
are differences in the experiences of the unfolding debt crisis, nor is each country equally affected
by climate breakdown. However, making this categorisation allows for the analysis of how debt
cancellation can occur for a large number of countries that share a similar experience in the world
economic order, due to their relative lack of power and wealth. As well as through the ecological,
climate and colonial damages inflicted upon them. In this thesis countries of the Global South refers
to members of the G77 including China.

Just transition In this thesis ‘a just transition towards a sustainable economy’ is used as a concept
indicating the transitioning to a life-sustaining economy whilst ensuring that no people, workers,
places, sectors, countries or regions are left behind in the transition.

Self-determination This term is used in this thesis as a concept where countries can sovereignly
determine their own policies and simultaneously citizens of these countries have a fair say in the
determination of its policies.
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1 Introduction
Due to the climate and ecological breakdown,
parts of the world are becoming increasingly un-
inhabitable for its human and non-human inhab-
itants [4]. These impacts are mainly felt in the
Global South, in stark contrast to the responsibil-
ity for creating these crises [4–7]. The burden of
these climate impacts is increased due to the lim-
ited financial means to recover from, and prepare
for, these impacts. This leads to an incentive for
already heavily indebted countries to incur even
more loans, which aggravates the already serious
debt situation in the Global South [8, 9].

According to the debt data portal of Debt Justice,
nearly 40 Global South countries are currently in
a debt crisis [10]. Another 50 countries are at risk
of a debt crisis [10]. Moreover, Zucker-Marques
et al. argue that almost half of the world pop-
ulation is living in countries that spend more on
external debt service than on public health care
or education [11]. Consequently, this leaves lit-
tle fiscal space for mitigation and adaptation to
climate breakdown. The 6th assessment report of
the IPCC suggests that this limited fiscal space
for climate action can only be overcome in a mul-
tilateral setting [12]. Moreover, it argues that var-
ious approaches, including the reduction of the
debt burden and new solidarity structures need
to be considered [12].

Both the unfolding Global South debt crisis as
well as climate breakdown require an urgent re-
sponse to limit their impacts. This research aims
to address the intersection of these two crises. In
order to address climate breakdown, a rapid tran-
sition towards a sustainable economy is necessary
[13]. Williams and Doyon argue that this tran-
sition has to be just in order to be sustainable.
Moreover, the importance of justice in address-
ing climate breakdown is increasingly recognised
by scholars. Therefore, this research focuses on
addressing climate breakdown and the unfolding
Global South debt crisis in such a way that it con-
tributes to a just transition towards a sustainable
economy.

Wang and Lo provide a conceptual review of the
idea of a ‘just transition’, where they identify dif-
ferent themes around which the concept is stud-
ied [14]. One of these themes is used in this the-
sis: ‘just transition as an integrated framework
for justice’. Within this theme, Heffron integrates
the concepts of energy justice, environmental jus-
tice and climate justice into a framework for just
transitions [15]. In this framework, three tenets
of justice are used: distributional, procedural and
restorative justice. The first two are intertwined
with the concept of self-determination, which is
used in this thesis as a concept where countries
can sovereignly determine their own policies and
simultaneously citizens of these countries have
a fair say in the determination of its policies.
Abubakar argues that self-determination plays
a crucial role in relation to Global South debt,
due to the conditionalities imposed by creditors
on sovereign debtors [16]. Therefore, this the-
sis explicitly pays attention to the role of self-
determination whilst aiming to address both cli-
mate breakdown and the unfolding Global South
debt crisis.

An assessment of the best policy option to re-
duce the debt burden, as well as address cli-
mate breakdown, is made in the next chapter,
where debt restructuring, swaps and cancellation
are compared. Each of these three policy op-
tions has its own advantages and disadvantages.
The chapter, however, concludes that the option
of debt cancellation offers the most potential to-
wards achieving a self-determined and just tran-
sition towards a sustainable economy, consider-
ing that the processes of debt restructuring and
debt swaps are likely to be dominated by credi-
tor interests. Therefore, these options raise seri-
ous concerns in relation to self-determination and
procedural justice. Moreover, when considering
the tenet of restorative justice, the cancellation of
Global South debt could provide a means to start
acknowledging historical injustices. These injus-
tices relate to the climate, ecological and colonial
damages the Global North has inflicted upon the
Global South. Therefore, the remainder of this
thesis will focus on Global South debt cancella-
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tion.

1.1 Research scope and objectives
This research focuses on external sovereign debt,
because these debts are directly limiting the fis-
cal space of Global South countries to invest in
a self-determined and just transition towards a
sustainable economy. The indirect effects of pri-
vate debts on this fiscal space are assumed to
be less relevant. Furthermore, internal debts are
excluded as they are assumed to be less rele-
vant in the global historical and political con-
text due to their national scope. This context
is captured in the origination of the term ‘Global
South’. Dados and Connell describe this as “It
references an entire history of colonialism, neo-
imperialism, and differential economic and social
change through which large inequalities in living
standards, life expectancy, and access to resources
are maintained.” [17, pp. 12–13]. This historical
context provides another reason to focus on the
cancellation of the external sovereign debts of the
Global South1.

In order to create an initiative that executes the
cancellation of external sovereign Global South
debt, it is necessary to envision how such a pro-
cess could be brought about. Or alternatively,
what needs to change in the global social, political
and economic context in order to allow for Global
South debt cancellation (GSDC)2. Thereby, ex-
ploring if and how GSDC can contribute to a self-
determined and just transition towards a sustain-
able economy. Therefore, the research question
that this thesis aims to answer is:

How can external sovereign debt cancella-
tion of the Global South be brought about,
that allows for a self-determined and just
transition towards a sustainable economy?

1However, there is a need to recognize the limitations of
focusing on sovereign states, with the growing importance
of class as defining feature of the production of climate
and ecological damages, as argued by Cabaña Alvear and
Vandana [18].

2In the remainder of this thesis GSDC, is used as an
abbreviation for Global South external sovereign debt can-
cellation.

In order to answer this research question, it is
important to know which actors could poten-
tially bring about GSDC, and what roles they
might play. Moreover, identifying what increases,
or decreases, the likelihood of bringing about
GSDC is also important. Furthermore, an explo-
ration of what processes could potentially lead to
GSDC is essential. Therefore, there are three sub-
questions that are assessed in this thesis, in order
to answer the main research question:

1. Which actors are relevant for bringing about
GSDC and what are their prospective roles?

2. What are enablers and barriers to bringing
about GSDC?

3. Through what process can GSDC be brought
about?

A final research question is focused on safeguards
that may be needed to avoid scenarios in which
GSDC would contribute to reinforcing unequal
power structures or to the intensification of cli-
mate breakdown:

4. How can self-determination and a just
transition towards a sustainable economy be safe-
guarded in GSDC?

It is important to distinguish two aspects re-
lated to ‘self-determination’ when answering this
question. i) The self-determination of a country,
which is about the sovereignty of a state; and ii)
the self-determination of the citizens of a coun-
try, which is about the extent of democratic gov-
ernance of a country. In this study, it is assumed
that when a country is under a dictatorial regime
or in civil war, debt cancellation will likely not
lead to a benefit for its citizens, so therefore these
situations are considered as having very little self-
determination on a citizen level. In these situa-
tions it is still worthwhile to study the possibility
for debt cancellation in the future, when a situ-
ation is reached in which more conducive condi-
tions for popular participation prevail.
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1.2 Methodology
In order to answer these four questions, two ap-
proaches for data collection are used: a litera-
ture study and semi-structured interviews with
key actors. Together, these approaches provide
complementary answers that give a more com-
plete and pluralistic view on these questions. The
first approach is guided by the following question:
“What relevant information do key actors hold
about bringing about GSDC in the near future?”.
The literature study is guided by the question:
“What are key insights from the literature on . . .
to bring about GSDC?”. Where the three dots
indicate the specific area of literature.

The literature study aims to acquire insights
about the role of power in relation to global gov-
ernance, as this provides an overarching under-
standing of how power is likely to impact the
bringing about of GSDC. The literature on the
sovereign debt restructuring regime (SDRR) is
studied in order to identify actors which are rel-
evant to this regime, which are likely also im-
portant to GSDC. Moreover, an analysis of the
lessons that can be derived from the enactment of
the heavily indebted poor countries (HIPC) ini-
tiative is conducted to understand how an initia-
tive similar to GSDC was brought about. Fur-
thermore, the role of the Jubilee 2000 movement
in setting GSDC on the global agenda is studied
in order to understand the potential role of social
movements and CSOs in bringing about GSDC.
By exploring if or how GSDC can be brought
about, this thesis aims to create a broad overview
of the actors; enablers and barriers; potential pro-
cesses and safeguards. Thereby, it aims to pro-
vide information to guide policymakers of Global
South governments as well as civil society organi-
sations in order to support their efforts in achiev-
ing GSDC.

The remainder of this thesis is structured as fol-
lows. Chapter 2 provides some background con-
text on the origins of Global South debt as well
as on climate finance, loss & damage and climate
debt. Thereafter, it explains why debt cancella-
tion best addresses the unfolding Global South

debt crisis as well as climate breakdown, by com-
paring debt restructuring, debt swaps and debt
cancellation. Chapter 3 discusses the methods
that are used in this thesis and discusses the con-
siderations for these choices. Chapter 4 provides
a review of the literature with respect to bring-
ing about GSDC focused on: global governance;
sovereign debt restructuring regime; HIPC enact-
ment; and Jubilee 2000. Chapter 5 presents the
results of the conducted interviews with key ac-
tors in the field of GSDC. Chapter, 6 and 7 pro-
vide the discussion and conclusion, respectively.
The conclusion includes recommendations for fu-
ture research as well as for action by policymakers
and CSOs.
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2 Policy addressing the un-
folding Global South debt
crisis as well as climate
breakdown

In order to address the unfolding debt crisis, vari-
ous debt policies are proposed by international ac-
tors, which simultaneously aim to address climate
breakdown. The IMF and World Bank, as well as
many G20 countries, mainly advocate for the use
of debt restructuring, and more recently the use
of debt-for-climate swaps [19–21]. Actors critical
of such proposals advocate for the unconditional
cancellation of Global South debts [22]. In order
to assess the different policy options, some con-
text is provided regarding the origins of Global
South debt as well as on climate debt, loss and
damage and climate finance.

This chapter discusses three policy proposals:
debt restructuring, debt swaps and debt cancella-
tion, building upon the work of Wartiainen [23].
It explains what these proposed policies entail, to-
gether with who is currently advocating for them.
Moreover, advantages and disadvantages are as-
sessed for each of these policy options in terms
of debt burdens and climate impact. This as-
sessment helps to understand which policy best
addresses both the climate breakdown and the
unfolding Global South debt crisis, which is the
aim of this chapter.

2.1 How did the Global South be-
come indebted?

Over the last 50 years there have been three pe-
riods of large debt accumulation, which all led
to financial crises [24]. The Latin American debt
crisis took place in the 1980s, the Asian financial
crisis in the 1990s and most recently the global fi-
nancial crisis of 2008. Currently, debts are build-
ing up faster, are becoming larger and are more
broad-based than in the previous periods [24].
In 2021, global debt surpassed the 300 trillion
USD threshold, of which nearly a third is held by
the Global South [25]. To put this into perspec-

tive, global GDP is just below 100 trillion USD
[26]. Moreover, governments of the Global South
spend, on average, more than one third of their
budget revenue towards debt service [27]. Among
others, this limits the fiscal space to invest in a
self-determined and just transition towards a sus-
tainable economy [12]. During the G20 top in
November 2020 in Saudi Arabia, the ‘Common
Framework for Debt Treatments’ was initiated in
order to deal with the rising debt levels after the
pandemic. However, at the end of 2023 only a
handful of countries were participating, and only
Zambia had successfully restructured its debt un-
der the framework [28]. Thereby, seemingly un-
able to resolve the unfolding Global South debt
crisis. In order to understand how the Global
South became indebted, the drivers of debt accu-
mulation are discussed below, starting with the
most recent drivers, and ending with the more his-
toric and structural drivers of Global South debt.

Most recently, the impacts of the COVID-19 cri-
sis, the war in Ukraine, and climate impacts, have
increased spending needs, and thereby have in-
creased the debt vulnerability of countries [24,
29–32]. This was exacerbated by central banks
of countries in the Global North who increased
their interest rates (in order to combat inflation),
which led to higher Global South borrowing costs
and depreciation of exchange rates [9, 32, 33].
Before these most recent drivers, Ferry and Raf-
finot identify three main developments that con-
tributed to the build-up of Global South debt,
by reviewing the literature on debt accumulation
of low-income countries [34]. i) Increased com-
modity prices that led to inflated export prices,
which facilitated the contracting of new debts;
ii) When commodity prices fell, after the sec-
ond oil shock (the 1979 oil crisis), extra borrow-
ing was needed for financing imports; and iii)
poor debt management of debtor countries. Rap-
ley provides an important nuance in relation to
the differences between Global South countries
that were part of OPEC which benefited from the
high oil prices in the 1970s, whereas oil-importing
countries suffered [35]. Furthermore, the excess
money from OPEC countries that were stored in
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Figure 1: Net financial flows out of the Global
South. Source: [41].

Global North banks, led to irresponsible lending
to Global South countries [35, 36]. Over the last
decades the creditor landscape has changed, such
that over half of Global South external debts are
now held by private creditors [37].

There also are some more structural and histor-
ical aspects that have contributed to the build-
up of Global South debt. Hickel argues that the
Global North appropriates about 10 trillion USD
annually from the Global South, through unequal
exchange [38]. This appropriation, which can be
seen as a driver of debt, is around 70 times more
than Official Development Assistance going from
North to South [38]. The unequal exchange can
be perceived as the creation of an ‘ecological debt’
[39]. Rice refers to the concept of ecological debt
as the accruement of underpayments, and the ac-
quisition of natural resources and labour of peo-
ple from the Global South under unfair conditions
[40]. Furthermore, in Figure 1, the net global fi-
nancial flows out of the Global South are shown.
The negative trend indicates the increasing net
outflows, and hence visualises the extraction of
capital from the Global South [41].

Moreover, many heavily indebted countries of
the Global South have been formerly colonised
[42]. Colonisation played a role in the shaping
of present day institutions of Southern countries,
which contribute to upholding similar extractive
relations as during colonial times [43]. Upon the
foundation of Global South nations, after becom-
ing independent from their colonial rulers, some
newly formed nations had to take over the debts
incurred during colonial rule. For example, Haiti

had to pay ‘reparations’ for the ‘loss of property’
of slaveholders, Congo had to pay a debt that
was incurred by Belgium to the World Bank, and
Indonesia took over a 4.5 billion guilders debt
owed to the Dutch state [44–46]. Another exam-
ple is the borrowing by colonised nations in Latin
America to fight wars of independence [47].

In 1927, Alexander Sack synthesised a ‘doctrine’
of odious debt, which states that debts incurred
by despotic leaders against the interests of their
people should be cancelled [48]. During the early
2000s, the concept of odious debt was accompa-
nied by the concept of ‘illegitimate debt’, which
Hanlon defines as: “loans which were improperly
granted and are thus the liability of the lender and
are not to be repaid” [49, p. 220]. Moreover, Han-
lon states that: “at least some international debt
is illegitimate”, so those colonial examples raise
questions about the legitimacy of the origination
of Global South debts [49, p. 222]. In 2019, the
UN special rapporteur on racism addressed that
reparations should be paid for colonialism and
slavery that form the root causes of “persisting
structures of racial inequality, discrimination and
subordination” [50, p. 22]. These calls for repa-
rations can be seen as attempts to settle another
form of debt which Northern countries hold.

2.2 Climate debt, loss & damage
and climate finance

The distribution of climate impacts stands in
stark contrast to the responsibility for creating
these crises, which lie mainly in the Global North.
The Global North is responsible for 92% of histor-
ical CO2 emissions [1850-2015] that contribute to
climate breakdown (emissions in excess of a fair
share within the ‘safe limit’ of 350 ppm CO2) [6].
Therefore, scholars argue that the Global North
owes a climate debt to the Global South [51].
Moreover, it has been estimated that high-income
countries are responsible for nearly three quar-
ters of ecological breakdown [1970-2017], accord-
ing to an analysis of the resource use of countries
in excess of their fair share within a global sus-
tainable limit [7]. This is related to the ‘unequal
exchange’ discussed earlier, which creates an eco-
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logical debt of the Global North to the Global
South. This broader understanding of debt is af-
fecting the public discourse of the financial exter-
nal debts and their potential cancellation [52].

At the 2009 UN climate conference in Copen-
hagen, the first step was made to address this
climate debt. Global North countries collectively
pledged to mobilise US$ 100 billion annually by
2020 to support the Global South with climate
finance for adaptation and mitigation efforts [53].
Dow et al. argue that on top of the efforts of mit-
igation and adaptation, there are some climate
impacts (loss and damage) that occur outside of
the adaptation limit, which will intensify during
climate breakdown [54]. Although conceptions
of the meaning of loss and damage differ, most
stakeholders seem to agree that it is important to
address both the prevention of loss and damage,
as well as addressing the financing of reparations
for loss and damage themselves [55]. The Inde-
pendent High-Level Expert Group on Climate Fi-
nance argues that the Global South (excl. China)
needs 2400 billion USD of climate investments
yearly by 2030, of which 300 billion is needed
for coping with loss and damage [56]. Alongside
the economic costs for mitigation, adaptation and
compensation for loss and damage, there are also
non-economic impacts that cannot be quantified
with a market-based analysis. The valuation of
these losses and damages is complex, but impor-
tant to understand the full scope of climate im-
pacts [57].

The funds that were promised (in 2009) for cli-
mate finance, of 100 billion USD per year by 2020,
have only been mobilised in 2022 [58, 59]. No-
tably, this amount is significantly smaller than
what is actually required, especially with regards
to the share of funds that is directed towards
adaptation [60, 61]. Numerous countries face
significant limitations in their ability to finance
climate adaptation and mitigation efforts them-
selves due to the massive investments needed, in
combination with their increasing debt burdens
[12, 62]. This creates a catch-22 situation, as
the essential investments needed for mitigating
of, and adapting to climate breakdown demands

countries to incur additional debt [9]. This sce-
nario is both impractical and undesirable, consid-
ering their already burdensome and unsustainable
debt situation [62]. Moreover, this is ethically
problematic, due to the very limited responsibil-
ity for climate breakdown of the Global South
[63]. Yet, the delivered climate finance so far has
consisted of over three quarters of loans, thereby
contributing to the aggravation of the debt bur-
den of the Global South. In 2024, a new collective
quantified goal (NCQG) will be set, replacing the
100 billion USD goal that was set for 2020 [64]. If
this NCQG is set at a level that reflects the actual
costs, and is reached with grants instead of loans,
the debt crisis will not be worsened due to the
externalisation of climate impacts from Global
North onto the Global South. Thereby, address-
ing an important barrier to the reduction of their
debt burdens.

Krugman and Sachs introduced the theory of debt
overhang, which states that a too high debt bur-
den disincentivises countries to invest [65]. Al-
though the debt overhang theory has been con-
tested, Ferry and Raffinot find that decreasing
the debt burden has a positive effect on public
expenditures [34]. An assessment of the best pol-
icy option to reduce this debt burden, as well as
address climate breakdown, is made in the next
subsection, where debt restructuring, swaps and
cancellation are compared.

2.3 The proposed options
An overview of the assessment of debt restructur-
ing, debt swaps and debt cancellation is provided
in Table 1. The impact on addressing the debt cri-
sis is assessed by studying the amount and time-
liness of debt relief as well as the potential condi-
tions attached to these options. Since these con-
ditions (e.g. austerity) could impact the effects of
the debt burden on a country’s social spending.
The impact on addressing climate breakdown is
assessed by studying the freed up fiscal space, and
whether there is a direct commitment of this fis-
cal space towards climate action. Moreover, it is
studied whether the option contributes to a just
transition, through assessing who will have power
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over the procedural aspects. Another studied as-
pect is whether there is a potential for a shift in
power between Global North and Global South,
as this could change the global political economic
relation that contributes to climate breakdown.
It is important to note that these options some-
times overlap, as swaps can be seen as a type of
restructuring. Moreover, when debt restructur-
ing includes a significantly large reduction of the
debt stock, this could be seen as debt cancella-
tion. Furthermore, some actors are advocating
for different options, depending on the character-
istics of the debtor country.

Debt restructuring
Debt restructuring is a process of renegotiating
the terms of existing debts. There are two main
elements of debt restructuring [66]. The first is
debt rescheduling, which can include changing the
payback period (maturity) and possibly the in-
terest rates. The second is debt reduction, also
called a ‘haircut’, which includes a reduction of
the size of the debt. There are multiple actors
advocating for debt restructuring. The Common
Framework3, initiated in 2020 by the G20 and
the Paris Club4, is mainly focused on debt re-
structuring [69, 70]. This policy is also being
promoted by the IMF and the World Bank [20].
These actors, in collaboration with the G20, have
initiated a Global Sovereign Debt Roundtable
(GSDR) in 2023, in order to operationalise the
Common Framework [71, 72]. China is also ad-
vocating for this option, under the condition that
Multilateral Development Banks also participate
in bearing the costs of the debt restructuring [73].

Impact on addressing the debt crisis
Debt restructuring through debt rescheduling can
provide a temporary relief of the debt burden.
Depending on the debt sustainability of the coun-

3The Common framework was initiated by the G20 and
the Paris Club during the G20 top in November 2020 in
Saudi Arabia [67]. The framework is a follow-up on the
Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI).

4The Paris Club is a group of official creditors from the
Global North, which was founded in 1956 [68]. It serves
as a platform for coordinating debt restructurings of debt
held by Paris Club members.

try which is renegotiating its debts, a rescheduling
can be sufficient to be able to pay off future loans.
However, if debt rescheduling compromises the
ability to pay off future debts, a debt reduction
is necessary to achieve a sustainable debt level.
The amount of debt reduction will have the most
impact on the extent to which the debt crisis is
addressed. On the other hand, when this reduc-
tion is very large it decreases the likelihood of
voluntary creditor participation [74]. A debt re-
structuring process can start after a country has
defaulted or it can be pre-emptive [75, 76]. Once
a country goes into a debt restructuring process
this can complicate the acquiring of new loans and
decrease the credit rating of countries [77]. De
Paoli, Hoggarth and Saporta state that the loss of
GDP growth seems correlated to the time it takes
for a country to restructure its debts [78]. Shar-
ing information and frequent communication with
banks and bondholders generally help to achieve
a quick and successful restructuring [66]. Debt
Justice provides a critical perspective on the colo-
nial roots of Global South debt, from which debt
restructuring, and debt swaps, are seen as a legit-
imisation of debt that, they argue, should not be
repaid [42].

Impact on addressing climate breakdown
There is no direct impact on addressing climate
breakdown from debt restructuring. Depending
on the extent to which a country is in a debt cri-
sis, as well as on the amount of relief provided by
rescheduling and reduction, the restructuring can
provide some impact on addressing climate break-
down. Importantly, the availability of fiscal space
for addressing climate breakdown is a necessary
but not a sufficient condition for the direction of
Global South funds towards adaptation and mit-
igation. When the freed up fiscal space is needed
to provide essential social spending, like health
care and education, there is limited space avail-
able to address climate adaptation and mitigation
measures. On the other hand, when the relief is
sufficient, the provided fiscal space could allow for
projects promoting SDGs that were outside the
budget before debt restructuring. Importantly,
when restructuring sovereign debt, the IMF often
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assists to finance problems regarding balance of
payments, however these loans require the debtor
to follow an IMF program [79]. These programs
include cuts in public expenditures, which could
thereby also limit the ability to financing climate
action [80].

Debt-for-climate swaps
A swap is not a new concept. It originates from
the equity swap that was introduced in the 1980s
to deal with the high debt burdens accrued from
the oil crisis in the 1970s [81]. The debt swap
is a form of debt restructuring where the debt is
restructured in exchange for a commitment to in-
vest the freed up funds into a specific area, such
as adaptation to climate breakdown. This com-
mitment is the so-called counterpart in the swap.
Ingelmo (2005) identifies three factors that deter-
mine the mobilised funding: i) Nominal value of
swapped debt; ii) The conversion rate (counter-
part/debt ratio); and iii) the schedule for coun-
terpart payments [82]. Debt swaps have recently
gained more attention as a possible solution for
climate finance. Recently, Bolivia, the Seychelles,
Belize, Barbados and Ecuador have taken part in
debt-for-nature swaps in response to climate fi-
nance needs [83]. Debt-for-climate swaps are ad-
vocated by multiple actors: the World Bank and
IMF, leaders from the Global South, including
Pakistan, Argentina, Colombia and the V20, re-
gional collectives like AOSIS, as well as certain
scholars and civil society organisations [19, 84–
89].

Impact on addressing the debt crisis
Historically the effect of debt swaps to address
the debt burden has been limited. There are two
main causes for the limited effect on the debt bur-
den. Firstly, the fraction of the total debt that is
swapped has been often relatively small, thereby
leading to an insufficient relief of the debt burden
[90–93]. Moreover, the relief of the debt burden
is also dependent on the schedule for providing
the counterpart commitment [90, 91, 94]. Sec-
ondly, when the freed up funds have to be spent
on the specific area of commitment agreed upon
in the swap negotiations, the unallocated fiscal
space remains the same. This is especially impor-

tant when the debtor country has an unsustain-
able debt level before the negotiations, because if
a country is unable to pay its debt, it will also
not be able to pay its commitments, thereby cre-
ating a need for additional loans to finance the
debt swap [91]. In contrast to debt restructuring,
debt swaps need to be tailor-made, are therefore
more complex and generally take longer before an
agreement is reached, which could be problematic
if urgent debt relief is necessary [81, 95]. This
lengthy and complex process also indicates why
this policy has relatively high transaction costs
[81, 90, 92, 96]. Positively, the swap can shift
a need for debt servicing in foreign currency to-
wards financing projects in the country’s home
currency towards a specific commitment, thereby
improving the country’s balance of payments [81].

Impact on addressing climate breakdown
There is a direct impact on addressing the cli-
mate breakdown when debt-for-climate swaps oc-
cur. Depending on the nature of this swap the
funds can be directed to different projects relat-
ing to climate breakdown mitigation or adapta-
tion. However, as the fractions of swapped debt
are small, the commitments towards climate ac-
tion are also limited. The main concern relating
to the climate impact of debt-for-climate swaps
is the additionality [97]. The climate commit-
ments made by the debtor country should be ad-
ditional to existing Official Development Assis-
tance (ODA) and climate finance as well as the
current government plans, as it could be that
this spending on climate efforts would have also
happened without the swap [86, 94]. Moreover,
when the loans that are restructured in a debt-
for-climate swap are concessional, this could have
already been reported as ODA. When the debt-
for-climate swap is also counted as ODA, this
could lead to double counting of ODA expendi-
tures [98, 99]. This could thereby lead to even
less money flowing from the Global North to the
Global South, whilst the North pretends to ‘aid’
the South. Another concern is related to the pri-
oritisation of creditor interests [100]. This could,
for instance, lead to an obligation to make use of
companies from the creditor country, or creditors
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choosing a specific model of conservation, deny-
ing local population groups access to their tradi-
tional sources of livelihood [101]. On the other
side, a debt-for-climate swap that makes use of
a trust fund could potentially lead to further in-
creasing the available funds for climate efforts, as
happened with conservation efforts in Ecuador af-
ter its debt-for-nature swap [102].

Debt Cancellation
Debt cancellation is a partial or full ending of the
obligation to repay a loan. The practice has an-
cient roots, seen in debt jubilees in civilizations
like Mesopotamia and the biblical concept of the
Jubilee year [103]. In order to assess the policy
option of debt cancellation it is important to re-
flect upon the legitimacy of the debt, because the
broader notions of debt have a large influence on
the discourse around the cancellation of external
sovereign debt [52]. Gilbert argues that debt au-
dits, such as the one Ecuador commissioned in
2007, could be used to resist illegitimate debts
[104]. In the last thirty years, debt cancellation
has been applied in various contexts, amongst
others through the Heavily Indebted Poor Coun-
tries initiative (HIPC) and the Multilateral Debt
Relief Initiative (MDRI). Some actors are critical
of the options of debt restructuring and swaps
and propose debt cancellation as an alternative
option. The advocates for this option consist of
amongst others, scholars and policy experts from
the Climate and Community Project, as well as
hundreds of CSOs and grassroots organisations,
such as APMDD, CADTM and Debt for Climate
[105–109].

Impact on addressing the debt crisis
Depending on the extent to which debt is can-
celled, debt cancellation provides an immediate
relief of the debt burden, which is larger than
in the other options. The amount of cancelled
debt depends on the extent of participation of
creditors. Private creditor participation is a chal-
lenge for each of the policy options, however it
is most difficult in the case of debt cancellation
[110]. A main concern relating to debt cancella-
tion is the fear of increased borrowing costs for
debtors when they ask for debt restructuring and

even more so for debt cancellation, due to a deval-
ued sovereign credit rating (leading to increased
interest rates and thereby higher borrowing costs)
[77]. Another concern derives from the concept
of ‘moral hazard’, which the IMF has described
as: “Moral hazard exists when the provision of in-
surance against a risk encourages behaviour that
makes the risk more likely to occur” [49, p. 212].
Meaning that debt cancellation could incentivise
bad borrowing behaviour [111].

However, the same argument is also made to iden-
tify the lack of debt cancellation as the incentivi-
sation of bad lending behaviour [111]. Omoto-
lia and Saliu argue that in light of HIPC, there
are also concerns related to conditionalities, since
structural adjustment policies, imposed during
sovereign debt restructurings, worsened the debt
problems [112]. Moreover, they argue that debt
cancellation itself, similar to swaps and restruc-
turing, does not address the underlying inequali-
ties that reproduce the position of African coun-
tries in the world economic order [112]. However,
Ambrose argues that the collective or individual
repudiation of debt, has the potential to recon-
figure the power dynamics of debt and alter the
foundations of the world economic order [113].

Impact on addressing climate breakdown
As the debt cancellation policy option creates
most fiscal space, this will allow for increased ex-
penditures for climate financing. Cancellation of
Global South debt could decrease the pressure to
produce fossil fuels, because of less need for for-
eign currencies [114]. To the knowledge of the
author, there has been no research on the di-
rect impact of debt cancellation on addressing
climate breakdown, for cases that do not con-
cern debt swaps. However, there has been re-
search on the impacts of the debt cancellations
that occurred during the HIPC initiative and the
MDRI. Omotola and Saliu argue that the corrup-
tion within foreign aid, by both internal and ex-
ternal actors, causes a problem in relation to how
the freed-up financial space emanating from debt
cancellation is used [112]. Moreover, as many
countries in the Global South are relatively less
democratic than Global North countries, when for

16



Global South debt cancellation as a means to address climate breakdown
An exploration of possible pathways

instance considering the Democracy Index, this
could hamper the utilisation of funds in the in-
terests of its citizens [115]. With regards to the
broader conceptions of debt, the cancellation of
external sovereign debt as a means to work to-
wards restorative justice, could have the poten-
tial to start acknowledging the climate debt of
the Global North [116].

Summary and conclusion
Addressing the intertwined Global South debt cri-
sis and climate breakdown requires a nuanced
approach. Examining debt restructuring, debt-
for-climate swaps, and debt cancellation reveals
distinct advantages and disadvantages, which are
depicted in Table 1. Debt restructuring, en-
dorsed by major international players, could of-
fer some relief of the debt burden. Depending
on the amount of relief and the debt sustainabil-
ity, it can offer meaningful fiscal space for cli-
mate action, but essential social spending may
limit adaptation and mitigation efforts. Debt-
for-climate swaps provide a direct link between
debt relief and climate action. However, effects
on the debt burden have historically been lim-
ited due to small debt fractions swapped. More-
over, complexities in the process of negotiating a
swap may lead to high transaction costs. Debt-
for-climate swaps have a direct impact on climate
action, but concerns exist about additionality and
the prioritisation of creditor interests. Debt can-
cellation offers significant relief and could address
the claims about illegitimacy of the origins of
these debts, but raises relatively more concerns
about increased borrowing costs for the Global
South. Debt cancellation could free up most
funds for addressing climate breakdown. How-
ever, for this policy option stronger concerns exist
about the use of freed-up funds, because of the
larger amount of fiscal space created. For each
of the three options, risks exist of creditors that
want to impose conditionalities that limit the self-
determination of Global South countries.

This summary of the advantages and disadvan-
tages of these three policy options shows that
there seems to be no perfect policy option for
addressing the unfolding Global South debt cri-

sis and climate breakdown. As in some countries
in the Global South debt service payments are
making up more than half of their revenue spend-
ing, it could be concluded that significant changes
should be made to prevent a further unfolding of
the Global South debt crisis. Climate breakdown
is advancing and thereby more and more dam-
age is inflicted, especially on the Global South.
As the Global North is mainly responsible for cli-
mate breakdown, the concept of climate debt was
introduced. Additionally, the climate finance to
address this climate debt has so far been too low
to cover the costs of climate adaptation and mit-
igation, let alone cover the unadaptable impacts
caused by climate breakdown. Furthermore, the
current financial debts of the Global South exist
alongside another form of debt of Global North
countries, a debt for the colonial damages inflicted
upon the Global South.

As explained in the introduction, this thesis aims
to pay attention to the role of a self-determined
and just transition towards a sustainable econ-
omy. The options of debt restructuring and debt
swaps raise serious concerns in relation to self-
determination and procedural justice, as these
processes are likely to be dominated by creditor
interests. Moreover, when considering the tenet
of restorative justice, the cancellation of Global
South debt could provide a means to start ac-
knowledging the aforementioned historical injus-
tices. Therefore, the remainder of this thesis ex-
plores how Global South debt cancellation can be
brought about.
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Policy
option Impacts on addressing debt crisis Impacts on addressing climate breakdown

Debt
restruc-
turing

+ Temporary reduced debt burden
- Dependent on debt sustainability
- Legitimation of odious debt

+ Fiscal space, potential for climate
action
- No direct impact

Debt
swap

+ Possibly improves balance of payments
- Limited effect due to: i) limited size of
swap; and ii) fiscal space is directed
towards commitment
- Impacts take time, because of complex
and lengthy process
- Legitimation of odious debt

+ Created funds can lead to further
funding after completion of swap
- Risk of non-additionality
- Prioritisation of creditor interests
(incl. colonial mode of conservation)

Debt
cancel-
lation

+ Prevents moral hazard of encouraging
bad lending behaviour
- Biggest fiscal impact compared to
restructuring and swap
- Moral hazard of encouraging bad
borrowing behaviour
- In the past conditions relating to
austerity worsened the debt crisis

+ Reduce need for foreign currencies
that contribute to driving fossil fuel
production
+ Potential to start acknowledging
climate debt
- No direct impact
- Large fiscal space, with potential for
climate action (impact could be limited
by corruption within foreign aid regime
as well as by the extent of democracy)

For all
three
options

- Impact depends on private creditor
participation
- (Risk of) increased borrowing costs

- Risk that creditors impose conditions
that limit self-determination (the swap
commitment, can be perceived as a
condition in itself)
- Do not solve underlying inequalities
that reproduce the world economic order

Table 1: Overview of impacts on addressing the debt crisis as well as climate breakdown, for debt
restructuring, debt swaps and debt cancellation.

3 Methodology
With the growing urgency that both the unfold-
ing Global South debt crisis as well as climate
breakdown pose, there is a strong need for sweep-
ing solutions like Global South external sovereign
debt cancellation (GSDC). However, in order to
bring about GSDC, it is necessary to investigate
whether and how this could happen. This re-
search aims to explore which actors, enablers and
barriers, processes, and safeguards are relevant
in relation to bringing about GSDC. This chap-
ter outlines the methodological approach of this
study by describing and motivating the research
design choices. The chapter will start by consid-

ering the research philosophy, approach and de-
sign. Thereafter, the data collection process in-
cluding the sampling strategy and the analysis are
described. Lastly, the limitations of the method-
ological choices are discussed, including the mea-
sures that have been taken to overcome them.

3.1 Research philosophy, approach
and design

The starting point of the research is also embed-
ded in a critical theory paradigm. Therefore, the
research aims to contribute to overcoming social
and political structures through which people are
dominated and oppressed. Therefore, the ‘social
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identity map’ from Jacobson and Mustafa was
used in order to work reflectively [117]. This map
is used as a tool to identify: i) the researcher’s so-
cial identities; ii) their impact on the researcher’s
life; and iii) explore particular details of the re-
searcher’s social identities. This allowed the re-
searcher to mitigate some of the potential influ-
ences of their positionality on the research process
and outcomes.

The research mainly uses a qualitative approach,
because of the complexities surrounding the so-
cial, historical, political, economic, legal context
of bringing about GSDC. Qualitative studies per-
mit the investigation and reporting of these com-
plexities, allowing for a nuanced and pluralistic
account [118]. A limited amount of research has
been done on sovereign debt cancellation. There-
fore, this research will use an inductive approach,
as this allows for exploring the topic in a man-
ner that limits the initial bias of pre-configured
hypotheses.

The research design is somewhat comparable to
that of a case study5. Case studies are commonly
used to answer focused questions with contex-
tualised in-depth inquiries, that do not require
generalisations of the research findings [119, 120].
The aim of this research is understanding key ac-
tors’ perceptions on the topic of GSDC. There-
fore, this study will aim to tap into their knowl-
edge in order to identify what they consider to be
most important, related to bringing about GSDC.
The research tries to contextualise the question
of how to bring about GSDC in the near future,
in the historical context of the sovereign debt re-
structuring regime. It aims to explore and give
a pluralistic overview, rather than generalise and
create precise and completely replicable results.
The case within this research is not specified to a
local context, but concerns the process of bringing
about GSDC globally.

5The research has similar methodological characteris-
tics as a case study, however in this research the case of
bringing about GSDC is not used as an example of trans-
formations of the international financial architecture.

3.2 Data collection
Data was collected via a literature review com-
bined with semi-structured interviews with key
actors. Moreover, informal conversations with ac-
tors that have relevant experience and knowledge
in relation to GSDC were used as well. This in-
creased the researcher’s background knowledge,
and helped to position the perspectives of key ac-
tors. The literature review comprised four topics:
global governance; sovereign debt restructuring
regime (SDRR); the enactment of the Heavily In-
debted Poor Countries initiative (HIPC); and Ju-
bilee 2000. These literature areas provided com-
plementary knowledge on bringing about GSDC.
The area of global governance was reviewed to
understand the role of power in world politics.
The literature on the SDRR was studied in or-
der to get a first impression on which actors are
key to bringing about GSDC. Moreover, change
–or the absence of it– in the SDRR was stud-
ied in order to identify enablers and barriers to
bringing about GSDC. HIPC is an example of a
multilateral initiative for debt cancellation, which
cancelled significant amounts of debt for 37 coun-
tries, mainly from sub-Saharan Africa [121]. As
this is the most recent example of a significant size
where multiple Global South countries’ sovereign
debt was cancelled, it was worthwhile to study the
process that led to the creation of this initiative.
Much of the literature that describes how HIPC
was brought about, focuses on the role of the Ju-
bilee 2000 campaign. Therefore, the last part of
the literature review studied this campaign in or-
der to draw lessons for a contemporary campaign
aiming to achieve GSDC.

Sources for the literature review were selected,
based upon their relevance to bringing about
GSDC. Sources were retrieved from Google
Scholar and Web of Science, due to their ease of
use and extensive data availability. Papers and
books were selected by using different keyword
combinations for each of the four literature re-
views6. Cross-referencing was another way to re-

6The following list provides examples of some of the
keyword combinations: (“sovereign” OR “public” OR “ex-
ternal”) AND (“debt cancellation” OR “debt restructur-
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trieve relevant articles that did not show up in
the initial searches. For the global governance
literature review, only articles were selected that
discuss global governance and sovereign debt can-
cellation or restructuring. The literature review
on the SDRR included articles that focused on
changes in the regime, and its political economy.
This allowed for identifying enablers and barriers
within the regime that could potentially be appli-
cable as well to bringing about GSDC. Caution
was used, since this policy option substantially
deviates from the current approaches employed
within the regime. The literature on HIPC pri-
marily describes the impacts of the initiative on
economic and non-economic indicators. There-
fore, reviews of HIPC were scanned to check for
information about the process leading up to the
creation of it and were only selected if this in-
formation was present. This led to the selection
of two papers that focused on the political pro-
cesses underlying the enactment of the HIPC ini-
tiative. Lastly, for the review of the literature on
the Jubilee 2000 movement, articles were selected
based upon the availability of information about
the contributing factors to its success. Another
reason for inclusion was the availability of infor-
mation on tensions within the movement which
could be analysed to draw lessons for a contem-
porary campaign.

To complement the historical understanding of
how GSDC could be brought about, it was im-
portant to get a good understanding of whether
those historical lessons can be applied to the
present. For this purpose, this thesis used semi-
structured interviews with relevant actors in re-
lation to GSDC. Which actors are relevant was
determined with both the initial literature review
of the SDRR as well as by asking the intervie-
wees which actors they saw as relevant to bring-
ing about GSDC. It was chosen to conduct the
interviews in a semi-structured manner, because
this allowed room for what interviewees deemed
ing”) AND “global governance”; ("sovereign" OR "public"
OR "international") AND "debt" AND "regime"; (“HIPC”
OR “Heavily Indebted Poor Countries” OR “MDRI” OR
“Multilateral debt relief initiative”) AND “initiative”;
“Jubilee 2000” AND “debt cancellation”.

important as well as provide enough structure to
answer each of the four sub-questions. The inter-
views were conducted physically at the Annual
Meetings of the World Bank and IMF in Octo-
ber 2023 as well as afterwards online. A semi-
structured interview guide was made by follow-
ing the five steps from the methodological review
paper on ‘developing a framework for a qualita-
tive semi-structured interview guide’ [122]. More-
over, the interview toolkit book by Kvale and
Brinkmann as well as the paper by Rabionet
guided the preparations for conducting the inter-
views and making the interview guide [123, 124].
This interview guide is attached as Appendix A.

This research made use of non-probability sam-
pling, and more specifically purposive sampling.
This sampling is based upon a literature review of
the sovereign debt restructuring regime to iden-
tify the key actors in this regime. There are
large difficulties with regards to the accessibil-
ity and approachability of some key actors, due
to amongst others availability, diplomatic status
and their position towards bringing about GSDC.
Therefore, convenience sampling, combined with
snowball sampling, was used within this sample
in order to allow for doing more interviews within
the limited time of this research project. This
could lead to a certain bias in the research, and
therefore needs to be reflected upon afterwards.
Within these interviews, interviewees were asked
to identify key actors and their prospective roles.
Thereby limiting the effects of the researchers’
knowledge and experience gap in this field.

In total, 8 people were interviewed. Five inter-
viewees are from the Global South (GS), two of
them work for the media, two for a GS govern-
ment and one for an international financial insti-
tution. Three interviewees are from the Global
North (GN), of which two work for Civil Soci-
ety Organisations (CSOs) and one for an interna-
tional organisation. Since the research uses a lim-
ited amount of interview data, it is not possible to
draw strong conclusions related to the positions of
the actor group. Therefore, the broader perspec-
tive of the different actors was synthesised in or-
der to explore the topic and find some indication
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on five aspects related to bringing about GSDC.
These five aspects are: i) actors and roles; ii) ar-
guments in favour or against GSDC; iii) enablers
and barriers; iv) process; and v) safeguards and
conditions. These five aspects closely relate to the
sub-questions. While doing the interviews, argu-
ments against and in favour of GSDC emerged,
even though this was not part of the initial sub re-
search questions. This was added as an aspect for
data analysis. Moreover, the aspect of safeguards
for a self-determined and just transition was dis-
cussed by interviewees in combination with con-
ditions attached to GSDC. Furthermore, atten-
dance at the World Bank and International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) Annual Meetings in Marrakesh
also contributed to the contemporary understand-
ing of how GSDC can be brought about. This
contribution was mostly in the form of informal
conversations and to a lesser extent in the form
of attending various informational events during
the 2023 Annual Meetings, which also provided
useful knowledge on GSDC. Interestingly, these
informal conversations allowed for perspectives of
people that are opposed to the idea of GSDC. As
some people were not willing to discuss GSDC on
the record, but were willing to talk informally.

3.3 Data analysis
For the literature review the data was analysed
by studying a selected amount of papers for each
of the four strands of literature. The research on
global governance reviewed: [125–129]. For the
SDRR [75, 76, 79, 130–136] were reviewed. For
HIPC enactment: [137, 138]. Lastly, for the Ju-
bilee 2000 literature [113, 139–147] were reviewed.
Each of these subsections tries to answer the fol-
lowing four sub-questions: i) Which actors are rel-
evant to bringing about GSDC and what are their
prospective roles?; ii) What are enablers and bar-
riers to bringing about GSDC?; iii) Through what
process can GSDC be brought about?; and iv)
How can self-determination and a just transition
towards a sustainable economy be safeguarded in
GSDC?. The sections on the four strands of lit-
erature conclude with their key insights on these
four sub-questions.

Reflexive thematic analysis has been used to pro-
cess the results of the interviews. The analysis
roughly follows the approach outlined by Braun
and Clarke, whilst being mindful of common mis-
takes and misinterpretations [148, 149]. The six
phases they use for reflexive thematic analysis are:
1) familiarizing yourself with your data; 2) gen-
erating initial codes; 3) searching for themes; 4)
reviewing themes; 5) defining and naming themes;
and 6) producing the report. In the first phase, in-
terview audio was transcribed and the transcripts
were re-read, in order to get familiar with the
data. Moreover, a ‘gut-story’ was drafted, which
was a pre-analysis account of the results in one
and a half A4. In the second phase, initial cod-
ing was partly structured by the literature review,
through the categorisation of codes under the four
initial topics (actors; enablers and barriers; pro-
cess; and safeguards). However, the generating of
initial codes was done inductively with multiple
iterations through the analysis of the interviews.

In the third phase, the initially generated codes
were synthesised under themes, thereby generat-
ing a first understanding of how the data can be
interpreted. This was both done inductively as
well as guided by the sub-research-questions. The
generating of themes was done by semantically
synthesising the initial codes. Phase four and five
were done concurrently, through the creation of
visual representations of the data, thereby not
solely being a way to communicate the results,
but also providing a tool for the analysis itself. As
the interviews were mostly around thirty minutes
and covered the four initial topics, the generating
of codes closely overlapped with the generating
of themes. Due to the exploratory nature of the
research, codes and themes largely overlap. Its
main aim is to summarise and synthesise ideas
and perceptions about if and how GSDC can be
brought about. The sixth phase consisted of do-
ing the reflexive thematic analysis. The results
of this analysis are presented in Chapter 5 of this
thesis. The discussion of the thesis synthesises
these results with the outcomes of the literature
review.
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3.4 Methodological limitations
This section discussed the limitations of the
methodological choices of the research. It stated
the limitations in relation to the interviews, litera-
ture review and the topic of the research. Firstly,
the sample size of interviews is relatively small
due to time limitations. Therefore, it is not possi-
ble to draw strong conclusions about the positions
of the actor groups to which different interviewees
belong. The perspectives of the different actors
are synthesised in order to explore the topic and
find some indication on the aforementioned five
aspects related to bringing about GSDC. More-
over, due to the inaccessibility of some actors
within the SDRR, it has been difficult to conduct
interviews with people who are more critical of
GSDC as a policy option. This creates the risk of
finding results with a bias towards a more posi-
tive understanding of the possibilities of bringing
about GSDC. In order to mitigate this limitation
the results of informal conversations with peo-
ple who have a negative opinion towards bring-
ing about GSDC have been incorporated in the
research.

Secondly, the literature review of global gover-
nance; SDRR; HIPC enactment; and Jubilee 2000
is not based upon the most recent literature.
Therefore, conclusions drawn based upon these
reviews might not be possible to translate neatly
into the current situation for bringing about
GSDC. However, there are no recent examples
of similar initiatives to GSDC. The most recent
one is HIPC, which started in 1996. HIPC made
possible the cancellation of significant amounts of
debt for nearly 40 countries in the Global South.
This number of countries is much smaller than the
total number of Global South countries, which are
the scope of this study. Moreover, HIPC had sig-
nificant limitations, as creditor interests played a
significant role in the determination of the condi-
tions attached to participating in the debt cancel-
lation initiative. Therefore, lessons derived from
what led to the enactment of HIPC, might risk
an underestimation of the need for enablers and
pressures to achieve GSDC. These considerations
are reflected upon in the discussion chapter of this

thesis.

Lastly, one can see GSDC as an example of chang-
ing the international economic order. However, in
this study GSDC is not treated as such an exam-
ple in order to limit the need for making generali-
sations. Moreover, by studying how GSDC can be
achieved and by focusing on literature related to
debt cancellations that are of a less sweeping size,
this research might exclude other relevant sources
that could contribute to answering the research
question. For instance, analyses for how repara-
tions for colonialism can be achieved could pro-
vide meaningful lessons for how sweeping policy
changes, such as GSDC, could be brought about.
However, due to the exploratory character of this
study, the possibility of complementary sources
should not impede the value of an initial explo-
ration of GSDC with the methods outlined above.

To summarise, this chapter started by explaining
the research philosophy, approaches and design.
Thereafter, the data collection and methods of
analysis were discussed. The study is qualitative
and exploratory, thereby aiming to give a broad
perspective on if and how GSDC can be brought
about. It synthesises a literature review with re-
flexive thematic analysis of semi-structured inter-
views. In the following chapter the methodology
will be applied to review the literature of global
governance, the SDRR, HIPC enactment and Ju-
bilee 2000.
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4 Literature review
This chapter aims to summarise key insights
from the field of global governance in relation
to bringing about Global South debt cancella-
tion (GSDC). The chapter starts with some re-
flections on power in relation to global governance
and continues with synthesising the literature on
the sovereign debt restructuring regime (SDRR).
Thereafter, an overview from the lessons that can
be derived from the enactment of the Heavily In-
debted Poor Countries initiative (HIPC) is pro-
vided, combined with some reflections on the role
of the Jubilee 2000 movement in setting GSDC
on the global agenda. For each of these fields of
literature, information will be synthesised on the
actors and roles; enablers and barriers; process;
and safeguards of GSDC.

4.1 Global governance in relation
to GSDC

In order to apply the literature of global gover-
nance to GSDC, it is important to start with a
good understanding of the concept of global gov-
ernance, which corresponds to the more easily
grasped concept of world politics. The concept
has been used in various ways, relating to both
an analytical lens of looking at world politics as
well as a normative use in which it is used as
a vision on how societies should address global
problems [125]. In this thesis the concept will
be used in the former sense, using the definition
from Dingwerth and Pattberg “an analytical con-
cept that provides a perspective on world politics
different from the more traditional notion of ‘in-
ternational relations’” [125, p. 185]. They argue
that global governance differs from international
relations in four aspects: i) It does not depart
from a state centred analysis; ii) Multilevel sys-
tem in which political processes are interlinked
instead of a distinct international system of inter-
action; iii) Hierarchies of forms of governance are
very hard to discern, and; iv) Allows new spheres
of authority in world politics. This section will
start discussing this perspective on world politics
by looking at the various ways in which different
forms of power operate.

Power in global governance
Hurrell argues that global governance scholars
tend to overlook the role of power in their field
[126]. Therefore, this section starts by providing
an insight on the global governance research that
takes the role of power into account. Barnett and
Duval argue that power includes two analytical
dimensions: The kinds of social relations through
which power works (specific interactions of actors
or social processes of constituting7) and the speci-
ficity of social relations through which effects on
actors’ capacities are produced (direct or indirect)
[127]. They apply their taxonomy, which is shown
in Figure 2, on the literature of global governance.

Since international institutions are understood
to be central to global governance, institutional
power is discussed first. Institutional power refers
to the control actors exercise indirectly over oth-
ers through diffuse relations of interaction. In-
stitutional power shapes global governance in
three ways: i) Through agenda-setting institu-
tions, which affect what issues are of concern and
which are not; ii) The governing biases of insti-
tutions, where collective rewards of outcomes are
unevenly distributed. For instance, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) is criticised for con-
straining choice and action, where it was not in-
tended to be able to influence (see [150, 151]);
and iii) Ability of great powers to preserve and
further their interests through institutions, due
to their asymmetrical ability to shape the con-
text of choice or decision. This is due to the fact
that voting power reflects the relative economic
position of countries [152]. In both the World
Bank and IMF, holds more than 15% of the vot-
ing power, thereby granting them a veto position
for reform decisions [153, 154]. Connected to this,
Nielson and Tierney argue that the power to initi-
ate institutional reform is especially strong when
pressure is combined with a threat to withdraw
financial support to the institution [128].

A more common understanding of power is the
7Social processes of constituting could for instance refer

to the creation of structures and discourses not done by
any single actor.
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Figure 2: Barnett and Duval’s Taxonomy of
power [127].

concept of compulsory power, which refers to
power as relations of interaction of direct control
by one actor over another. For global governance,
great powers can use their compulsory power to
‘coordinate’ actions of lesser powers, such that it
aligns with their interests. However, international
organisations, such as the World Bank, can di-
rectly influence other actors. For the World Bank
this power is in relation to its borrowing states
and the influence on their development/economic
policies. Another type of actor that has some
compulsory power (normative rather than mate-
rial in this case) are civil society organisations
(CSOs) and transnational movements, which of-
ten exercise their power through rhetorical and
symbolic tools, such as moral appeals as well as
protest art and performances to spread their nar-
rative and try to coerce other actors [155, 156].

Structural power refers to the constitution of sub-
jects’ capacities in direct structural relation to
one another. Brooks and Helleiner, argue that the
USA and UK hold structural power in the SDRR,
as the majority of internationally issued sovereign
bonds are under their jurisdiction, which makes
their participation in a policy initiative strategi-
cally important [129]. Another diffuse form of
power is productive power, which refers to so-
cially diffuse production of subjectivity in systems
of meaning and signification. When applied to
global governance this highlights the producing
of particular kinds of actors through discourses
and institutions of international relations [127].

Power applied to global governance extends be-
yond the aspects of cooperation, coordination,
consensus and normative progress. It also in-

cludes aspects of compulsion, institutional bias,
privilege and unequal constraints on action.
Where the first two relate to who governs whom
and the latter two relate to how the governing
capacities of actors are produced. The discus-
sion above, aims to help understand what roles
actors could fulfil and the extent to which they
have forms of power to enable, or form a barrier
to, enacting GSDC. Moreover, the next section
will provide a rough idea of which actors are most
relevant to bringing about GSDC.

4.2 Sovereign debt restructuring
regime

Since debt cancellation happens less frequently
than debt restructuring, there is no literature
written about a regime related to sovereign debt
cancellation. However, since debt cancellation
can also be seen as a debt restructuring in which
the amount of outstanding debt is significantly
reduced, it is useful to discuss the regime for
sovereign debt restructuring. The SDRR is the
regime that shapes the legal, economic, political
processes related to sovereign debt restructuring.
First, the current ways of working of the SDRR
are discussed. This is followed by a discussion
of the recent historical attempts for changing the
SDRR and what were the barriers and enablers
for the sought changes. This section finishes with
the key takeaways from this regime in order to
understand how GSDC could be brought about.

Contemporary operation of SDRR and its
key actors
Before delving into how a common sovereign debt
restructuring works, it is important to highlight
the absence of a global regulatory framework to
restructure sovereign debt. Therefore, sovereign
debt restructuring happens in an ad hoc fashion.
An IMF draft working paper describes clearly
how the regime operates “Sovereign debt workout
procedures have therefore evolved over the last 40
years in the absence of any institutional frame-
work. Such procedures exist, they just can’t be
found in a code or statute book” [79, p. 1]. The
absence of this legal system impedes a fair and
efficient restructuring, let alone cancellation, of
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sovereign debt [130, 131].

Buchheit et al. describe three steps that ac-
cording to them a sovereign should take when
restructuring their debt [76]. Firstly, financial
and legal advisors should be hired to assist the
sovereign in the process. Secondly, the sovereign
should prepare proposals for how much debt re-
duction or rescheduling they want, and through
what methods (longer payback period, reduced
interest rates, etc.). Lastly, the sovereign should
start a negotiation process with its creditors.

In their paper they describe two types of actors in
the context of debt restructuring, the debtor and
the creditor. Where the debtor is the sovereign
state and its state-owned entities, in this thesis we
are focusing on sovereign debtors from the Global
South: Global South governments (GSGs). There
are three types of creditors: i) multilateral; ii)
bilateral; and iii) private creditors. Where, mul-
tilateral constitutes the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), World Bank, regional development
banks, and the European Central Bank/Euro-
pean Commission. The bilateral creditor is an-
other sovereign state or state-owned entity. Spe-
cial importance is laid upon the role of China,
since it is the largest bilateral lender to the Global
South [132]. The group of private creditors con-
sist of bondholders, banks, suppliers, trade cred-
itors, contractors and individuals. These private
creditors typically have the following goals: 1)
Try to not participate; 2) accept some losses, to
gain later profits; 3) get comparable treatment
with respect to other creditors; and 4) prevent
the debtor from backsliding to make sure profits
are made over the remainder of the debt [76].

Rieffel, alongside these creditor and debtor ac-
tors, describes actors within the multilateral pol-
icy community as being an important actor group
related to the SDRR [75]. This community
comprises the G7 and G20, IMF, World Bank
Group, regional development banks and other of-
ficial bodies like the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the
United Nations Conference on Trade and Devel-
opment (UNCTAD). Notably, some of these ac-

tors are both creditors as well as part of the mul-
tilateral policy community. Rieffel also mentions
the Paris Club as being an important group that
deals with restructuring sovereign debt held by
governments that are members of the Paris Club8.

The Paris Club was founded due to the collabo-
ration between creditors for Argentina’s debt re-
structuring in 1956. Callaghy describes the Paris
Club as a powerful organisation that does not ex-
ist formally [137]. Since they do not formally
exist, questions can be raised about its legiti-
macy, and it can make accountability processes
difficult. The London Club is a similar club,
however they discuss the restructuring of loans
owed to commercial banks by sovereigns9. Within
the G7, there is special importance for the USA
and UK, since 97 percent of internationally is-
sued sovereign bonds fall under their jurisdiction,
which was also mentioned in the section on power
in global governance [159]. Other actors that were
mentioned in the context of creating collective ac-
tion clauses (CACs, which are discussed below)
were the International Capital Market Associa-
tion in relation to the global private creditor com-
munity as well as lawmakers and academics with
sovereign debt expertise [129].

Within the SDRR, there are three common prob-
lems when a restructuring occurs, relating to: i)
collective action; ii) moral hazard; and iii) tax-
payer funding [133]. These problems are also go-
ing to be present in the case of enacting GSDC.
Collective action refers to conflicting interests be-
tween debtor and creditor as well as different in-
terests among creditors and managing those con-
flicting interests so as to end up with a collective
action from all parties. Holdout creditors play
an important role in this, as this type of creditor

8Permanent members of the Paris Club are: Australia,
Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Denmark, Finland,
France, Germany, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Korea,
Netherlands, Norway, Russian Federation, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, United Kingdom, United States of America
[157].

9Unlike the Paris Club, there are no permanent mem-
bers in the London Club. An ad hoc group is created for
(and resolved after) each debt restructuring [158].
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is characterised by their refusal to participate in
the negotiation for debt restructuring (hoping to
get paid in full after other creditors have restruc-
tured), which can lead to other creditors also be-
coming unwilling to restructure or cancel debts.
A specific type of holdout creditor is the so-called
vulture fund, these creditors buy up distressed
debt for a low price, in order to start a litigation
process to sue the debtor in order to get repaid
in full. The court ruling of Argentina in 2012,
presents a striking example of how these vulture
funds managed to get full payment, by enforc-
ing Argentina to pay them before other creditors
[160].

The moral hazard problem, as discussed in Chap-
ter 2, refers to the risk of promoting bad borrow-
ing (or lending) behaviour. The taxpayer fund-
ing problem refers to usage of taxpayer money
(from creditor countries) to subsidise defaulting
states (as missed debt service incomes cannot be
spent domestically). This includes the ‘bailing
out’ of private creditors, where the state finances
the debt service to private creditors in order to
make a restructuring deal that private creditors
otherwise would not accept. However, in the case
of holdout creditors, the outstanding debt of the
borrowing country that has gained more fiscal
space, can now pay the holdout creditors. There-
fore, this taxpayer money would flow back into
the pockets of other creditors.

Gallagher adds onto these three problems in the
SDRR, by discussing the role of international in-
vestment agreements [134]. This, he argues, may
restrict sovereigns’ ability to restructure debts in
case of a financial crisis. Moreover, the absence of
a global regulatory framework has resulted in 47
litigation cases by holdout creditors for 11 coun-
tries that were part of the HIPC initiative [130,
161]. Roos’s book ‘Why not default?’ focuses
on another problem related to sovereign debt re-
structuring: the choice of debtors whether or not
to default [135]. He discusses the difficult trade-
off between the consequences of repayment (less
public expenditures possible) and default (finan-
cial market risks), whose distributional impacts
are different. Furthermore, he argues that the

current trend of increasingly fewer defaults can be
attributed to the growing dependence of sovereign
states on credit and the subsequent strengthened
positions of financial elites in borrowing countries.

Efforts to changing the SDRR - Enablers
and barriers
Rieffel argues that the literature on sovereign
debt restructurings tend to downplay or overlook
the political economy considerations [75]. Even
the determination of whether a country is in-
solvent or not, is linked to inherently political
considerations, and therefore is subject to de-
bate [79]. For instance, at what point does a
sovereign debtor state have enough money in or-
der to meet the needs of its citizens to fulfil their
human rights? Within the global financial archi-
tecture, the Global South holds considerably less
power than the Global North and efforts to cre-
ate more equality have so far not led to significant
shifts of power [136]. Moreover, the New Interna-
tional Economic Order (NIEO) that was adopted
by the UN in 1974 did not result in the desired
changes of the global financial architecture, likely
because it was not endorsed by the great powers
of the Global North [136]. Brooks and Helleiner
provide a clear insight into the workings of the
SDRR, focusing on the political economy consid-
erations [129]. This subsection will go past the
same three initiatives for changing the SDRR af-
ter 2008 as well as the reforms in the early 2000s,
and will summarise their analysis, whilst adding
some extra information from other papers.

Early 2000 reforms
In the early 2000s two important events hap-
pened: the start of the Bush administration,
which was more conservative and free-market ori-
ented, and therefore was opposed to bailouts; and
the massive default of Argentina, which high-
lighted the limitations of IMF bailouts. Around
the same time the Deputy Director of the
IMF, Krueger came with a big proposal: the
sovereign debt restructuring mechanism (SDRM).
The SDRM would, amongst others, be able to fa-
cilitate a debt moratorium, a prevention of litiga-
tion by holdout creditors, and settlements agreed
to by a supermajority of creditors. In order for
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the SDRM to be adopted, the Articles of Agree-
ment of the IMF would have to be changed. And
since the USA holds a veto power position in the
IMF (as well as in the World Bank), these could
not be changed unless the USA would agree to
this proposal, which it did not.

Brooks and Helleiner mention two main reasons
why the USA was opposed to the SDRM: i) un-
willingness to cede sovereignty to a new suprana-
tional authority; and ii) interest in maintaining
their position of power in the current ad hoc sys-
tem, where it had more influence on the decision
when a country would go into debt restructuring.
Private creditors were opposed as well, because of
the encouragement of debt restructuring and the
limitation of their legal options. Another barrier
to its implementation was the unwillingness from
GSGs because they were afraid of increased bor-
rowing costs, as uniting behind the SDRM could
be perceived as an increased likelihood of default
for the debtor government. The resistance to the
SDRM proposal led, in 2003, to the adoption of
a new lending framework within the IMF, which
prevented the IMF from lending to states with un-
sustainable debt, before those states restructured
their debt. Alongside this reform, collective ac-
tion clauses (CACs)10, a contractual approach to
prevent holdout creditors, had been promoted by
USA officials, which was starting to be adopted
by some debtors.

IMF lending reform
After the 2008 financial crisis, Greece was heading
towards default on its debt obligations. However,
the IMF 2003 lending reforms did not allow the
IMF to lend to Greece before its debt got restruc-
tured, due to its unsustainable nature. France
and Germany were opposed to this restructur-
ing, due to their high exposure of Greek debt.
Together with USA support, they managed to
amend the 2003 IMF lending rules, in order to
provide a ‘systemic exemption’ in the Greek case.
Eventually, the Greek debt still had to be restruc-

10Eichengreen describes CACs as “the omnibus term
given to provisions in bonds that spell out how a default
will be addressed” [162, p. 83].

tured, causing the largest debt write-down in his-
tory. Due to the IMF loan private creditors had
been able to sell their Greek bonds to bilateral
and multilateral creditors, which was something
the 2003 reforms had aimed to prevent. Concerns
of legitimacy and effectiveness resulted in a multi-
year review that led to a proposal for the 2016
reforms of the IMF lending framework.

In relation to the content of this proposal, the
USA used their (veto) power in the IMF, by mak-
ing their support for the long-awaited ‘governance
reforms’ conditional on the removal of the ‘sys-
temic exemption’ amendment. The IMF staff
still desired flexibility, which the ‘systemic exemp-
tion’ provided, and therefore introduced a new
‘grey-zone’ policy. This policy outlined that in
cases where debt sustainability was unclear (grey-
zone), debt restructuring of current contracts be-
fore the disbursement of a new IMF loan was an
option instead of a requirement. This effectively
gave the IMF a lot more flexibility to accommo-
date powerful interests, since it does not depend
on a formal change of the rules to repeat some-
thing like what happened before the Greek loan
disbursement. The IMF lending reform shows
how powerful interests, from the US, France and
Germany, can effectively determine the IMFs poli-
cies and therefore presents a barrier to bringing
about GSDC, since this is not being promoted by
these powerful states.

Collective action clauses
The IMF lending reform aimed to change the mo-
ment when a debt restructuring gets triggered.
However, the Greek debt crisis showed that there
were also problems for the restructuring process
itself. In the initial CACs, each bond series re-
quired a supermajority in order to restructure the
bond contract. Because some creditors bought
‘blocking positions’ (just enough to prevent a su-
permajority) on over half of the bond series, these
holdout creditors needed to be paid in full. Vul-
ture funds won a court case to Argentina for
bonds issued under New York law, and the Argen-
tinian government was forced to pay these hold-
outs before paying the creditors that participated
in the debt restructuring. Together with the
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Greek experience, this historical ruling spurred
two initiatives.

Firstly, Europe standardised an improved CAC
that was mandated for all bonds of eurozone
member states. Secondly, the USA Treasury or-
ganised a working group to neutralise the effects
of the Argentina ruling. The USA had interests
in stabilising the New York sovereign bond mar-
ket, and thereby maintaining its structural power
in the regime. Moreover, the interests of cred-
itors as well as debtors aligned in opposition of
the common enemy, ‘vulture funds’. This con-
tributed to the adoption of the new CACs and
became a key feature of the new SDRR. What
also contributed to its adoption was the usage of
CACs by European governments, to prevent the
adoption of more radical initiatives for changing
the SDRR, such as SDRM-like proposals.

United Nations initiative
Many GSGs welcomed the new contractual ap-
proach, but were still desiring a multilateral le-
gal framework for debt restructuring. However,
USA officials blocked the possibility to discuss
this within both the IMF and the initiatives that
the US Treasury had set up for the creation of
CACs. The United Nations Conference for Trade
and Development (UNCTAD) became the place
for Global South countries to discuss a proposal
for such a legal framework. China was backing
this proposal out of frustration on how it got
treated unfairly during the Greek debt restruc-
turings and due to the continued domination of
Global North countries in the IMF. Argentina
proposed a framework consisting of two parts,
a set of legal principles as well as a multilateral
debt restructuring mechanism. Although contra-
dictory, sovereignty concerns of GSGs with the
creation of a multilateral legal framework existed
alongside the desire for a more debtor friendly
SDRR, which they believed included a multilat-
eral legal framework.

The effectiveness of such a legal framework is
strongly dependent on the participation of the
USA and UK, as they hold more than 95 percent
of internationally issued sovereign bonds [159].

Therefore, any proposal for a legal framework
that is not endorsed would only cause further
fragmentation of the SDRR. In 2015, the UN
adopted a proposal for some soft-law (voluntary)
principles: Basic Principles on Sovereign Debt
Restructuring Processes. However, even these
voluntary principles were opposed by powerful
GN States, such as the UK and US. Therefore, the
effectiveness of the UN initiative has been rather
limited.

Rieffel states that the debate between an ad hoc
approach and a statutory approach has been cen-
tral in the debt on sovereign debt restructurings
[75]. Furthermore, he argues that the Global
North defended the ad hoc approach, in part, by
formalising the principles used in Paris Club re-
structurings. The conclusions that can be drawn
from the creation of this UN initiative is that,
there exist very strong barriers to the creation of
a multilateral legal framework for sovereign debt
restructuring.

Global South perspective on changing the SDRR
Ansari et al. provide a recent (2022) perspec-
tive from Global South scholars on the current
SDRR, focusing on collective action and the need
for Global South solidarity [130]. They argue
that the current SDRR, which relies mainly on
CACs and ad hoc debt restructurings, is in dire
need of an internationally accepted framework
for sovereign debt restructuring. The mounting
burden of high sovereign debts is causing human
rights impacts, which highlights the unfairness of
the current SDRR, caused by the hegemony of the
Global North in this regime. They argue that a
reorientation of the SDRR is necessary and that
it can be achieved through Global South solidar-
ity. The example of the coalition of the Alliance
of Small Island States can be seen as a way to
bring Global South solidarity in practice. Ansari
et al. propose another coalition in the context of
the SDRR, consisting of GSGs that are mostly af-
fected by the unfolding sovereign debt crisis, such
as Argentina, Peru, Venezuela and Ghana. They
also consider the existing barriers to Global South
solidarity, such as the role of China in the SDRR,
which is considered both part of the Global South
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but at the same time is a member of the G20.
The Global South is not a homogeneous group of
countries and therefore, it remains to be seen how
Global South solidarity can overcome the existing
differences.

Conclusion SDRR literature
The literature on the SDRR provides some useful
insights about which actors are relevant to bring-
ing about GSDC as well as the enablers and bar-
riers. Actors that are mentioned frequently in the
literature, often in relation to their relative power,
are the IMF and the USA and UK. The SDRR lit-
erature provides an understanding of the political
economy that will likely be at play when bringing
about GSDC. Brooks and Helleiner conclude that
it is easier to reform the process of restructur-
ing debt (contractual change) than the moment
when debt gets restructured (statutory change).
It seems that there are many barriers within the
regime that prevent the adoption of radical so-
lutions to the problems faced within the regime.
These barriers are likely to also play a role in
bringing about GSDC.

One barrier to GSDC is the unequal distribu-
tion of power in favour of certain specific credi-
tors, through for instance the distribution of vot-
ing rights within the IMF, where the USA has
veto power. Another aspect of this unequal dis-
tribution of power relates to the jurisdiction of
sovereign bond contracts, where the USA and the
UK hold positions of structural power. Moreover,
there is an unwillingness from creditors to reform
the international financial architecture, because
of their interest in maintaining power and pre-
venting creditor losses. Therefore, it seems un-
likely that creditors would be willing to bring
about GSDC. Another barrier can be derived
from the fear from GSGs about uniting behind
a multilateral legal framework for sovereign debt
restructuring, as this would possibly lead to in-
creased borrowing costs. This fear is likely sim-
ilar in the case of advocating for GSDC, as this
could lead creditors to believe that there is an
increasing likelihood of default for these GSGs.
This perception would lead to higher borrowing
costs, through a worsened credit rating.

Although the adoption of a multilateral legal
framework for sovereign debt restructuring faces
significant barriers, it could have the effect of
providing many Global South countries with sig-
nificant reductions of their debt. This will un-
likely lead to the complete cancellation of all
Global South external sovereign debts, however,
this could be a process that could cancel some of
the debt. Changing the SDRR seems to be de-
pendent on the alignment of interests of powerful
states and institutions with this change. How-
ever, those interests of the Global North are not
likely to converge behind a proposal for GSDC.
Therefore, a significant enabler mentioned in the
literature is the fostering of Global South soli-
darity. The creation of regional groups within
the Global South could be an enabler to bringing
about GSDC.

The literature review does not provide much in-
formation about the process with which GSDC
can be brought about, except for the debates
surrounding the creation of a multilateral legal
framework. Furthermore, the safeguards that can
be put in place for self-determination and a just
transition towards a sustainable economy, are not
discussed within the context of the SDRR. This
will likely be different when considering the Heav-
ily Indebted Poor Countries initiative (HIPC), as
this initiative comes closer to the topic of bringing
about GSDC.

4.3 The enactment of HIPC
The understanding of the SDRR helps us to un-
derstand the context in which HIPC emerged.
The emergence of the HIPC initiative will be dis-
cussed in this section. This was an incremen-
tal process, on which Callaghy has provided a
very detailed background paper [137]. This sec-
tion aims to chronologically go through the events
and processes that led to the enactment, follow-
ing closely the analysis of Callaghy. Thereby, giv-
ing an overview of which actors played a role in
its enactment, as well as what were enablers and
barriers to its enactment. In the final part, some
reflection of the role of HIPC within the SDRR
will be given, combined with a forward looking
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reflection on how the lessons from HIPC enact-
ment could be translated into lessons for bringing
about GSDC in the present.

The various factors that contributed to the
enactment
The North-South debate in which the NIEO
emerged, had not led to the desired reforms of the
international financial architecture. In Chapter 2
the origins of the debt crisis of the 1980s were de-
picted. The structural adjustment programs from
the IMF and World Bank, had led to rising lev-
els of external debt. For some countries the lack
of positive effect from these IMF and World Bank
supported reforms, combined with mounting debt
burdens led to the need for another way to ad-
dress these problems. In the 1980s, the Paris Club
started to recognise these problems by reducing
debts of some of its most indebted debtors. This
happened in different stages, where each stage
had a larger debt reduction, due to the hindsight
that every stage did not have a significant enough
effect on the reduction of the debt burden. Si-
multaneously, where debt reductions were insuf-
ficient, multilateral debt contracts were made to
assist in the repayments of bilateral debt. This
led to a significantly higher portion of the exter-
nal debts of GSGs becoming multilateral debt.

Small network of countries and NGOs working on
debt and development
Although the Global South debt burden became
more and more recognised, Paris Club members,
IMF and World Bank were still defending the pre-
ferred creditor status of the World Bank and IMF.
As debt cancellation was seen, by them, as very
costly and of little strategic importance. Simul-
taneously, NGO networks as well as some actors
within the global financial community, such as
economists and development scholars, were real-
ising that the multilateral debt problems needed
to be addressed. They argued that because of
developmental reasons debt cancellation should
happen, because development was currently being
impeded due to the large amounts flowing away
from the Global South to service debts. From
1992 onwards, NGOs focused more of their activ-
ities on multilateral debt, specifically in relation

to advocacy with the G7. There was a growing
social movement that was standing for the same
beliefs, that the current situation was unjust, and
they built up pressure to address the debt crisis.
However, other factors that contributed need to
be considered as well, as big creditors from the
Global North had to figure out how to deal with
the rising debt levels, which were very unlikely to
be repaid.

The Ugandan case - Uganda Multilateral Debt
Fund (July 1995)
Uganda had been part of the different stages of
debt reductions within the Paris Club. Despite
these restructurings Uganda’s multilateral debt
remained a problem that impeded public invest-
ments. A small group of European countries11,
that were active both within the Paris Club as
well as within the international aid regime, had
more flexible norms on debt and development
than most G7 creditors. They assisted the coun-
try in creating a strategy to deal with its debt bur-
den, and simultaneously lobbied major creditors
to reduce Uganda’s debt burden. The network
connections of this collaboration resulted in the
creation of the Multilateral Development Fund,
which assisted in the provision of debt service to
multilateral creditors. This Fund, which was cre-
ated in 1995, was special due to its collaboration
between Uganda which managed the fund, and
was consulted by its donors, the IMF and World
Bank. This example provided a story that in-
spired the creation of HIPC.

Change in World Bank leadership and a leaked
working paper
On June 1st 1995, James Wolfensohn became the
new president of the World Bank. In contrast to
his predecessors he showed more openness to the
views of GSGs as well as CSOs. Wolfensohn cre-
ated a working group that was tasked with work-
ing on the issues of multilateral debt and debt sus-
tainability. This group operated somewhat un-
der the radar so as to not upset critics of change
within the Bank as well as the broader SDRR.

11Consisting of: Sweden, Norway, Denmark, the Nether-
lands, Austria and Switzerland.
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This working group produced a draft paper that
proposed the setup of a debt reduction facility,
that would be able to pay off multilateral debt
after debt reductions were provided for bilateral
and private debts. This was a radical proposal for
that time, since there was still a strongly held be-
lief within the international financial institutions
(IFIs) that sovereign debt issues were sufficiently
addressed within the regime.

When this draft was leaked to the press it re-
sulted in extra pressure in various directions. Op-
position to the proposal heightened by G7 gov-
ernments due to concerns about cost; burden
sharing; moral hazard; and issues related to the
sale of IMF gold reserves. Moreover, some of
them argued that it would undermine the cred-
ibility of the IMF and World Bank. On the
other side, NGOs and some creditor countries fur-
thered their support for a new multilateral ap-
proach to the multilateral debt problem. The
heightened debate led within a year to the ap-
proval of HIPC in 1996. Callaghy describes the
factors that led to the approval of HIPC in the
final stage of the enactment process: “It was
the result of the complicated interactions of the
triple helix that combined normative social pres-
sure and influence of NGO networks, the ideas
of epistemic economists and small creditor states,
leadership by a major G-7 creditor heavily influ-
enced by its own NGOs, learning and leadership
change at the World Bank, eventual acquiescence
and serious negotiation on the part of the IMF,
and a set of complicated political compromises be-
tween the major players of the international debt
regime, but particularly major creditor states and
the IMF and World Bank.” [137, p. 35].

Evolution of HIPC
HIPC was enhanced in 1999, and thereby in-
cluded more countries that were eligible as well
as a reduced rigidity when a country had com-
pleted the process to obtain debt cancellation.
Michaelowa argues that the two main contribu-
tors to these significant changes were: “the over-
all increase of poor developing countries’ default
risk over time and ‘the Jubilee 2000 effect’” [163,
p. 472]. The first refers to continued increases of

the need for external financing, thereby making
it unlikely that the sovereign external debts were
ever going to be repaid. Whereas the latter refers
to the effect that there was more incentive to de-
liver on debt cancellation, especially by the end of
the year 2000, due to the Jubilee 2000 campaign.
Hjertholm provides a nuance for the framing of
Michaelowa’s paper arguing that the explanation
is not an alternative one (which is claimed in the
paper), but rather complementary to the reasons
given in existing literature such as the article by
Callaghy in 2002 [164].

MDRI as an addition to HIPC
The Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative (MDRI)
was adopted at the end of 2005. This initiative
started as a supplementation of HIPC and pro-
vided 100% debt reduction, by the IMF, the In-
ternational Development Association (IDA) and
the African Development Fund. Helleiner and
Cameron provide a thorough assessment of what
led to a change in USA position, after which they
suddenly advocated for the cancellation of Global
South debt under the MDRI [138]. They argue
that this shift was due to its geopolitical goals
in Iraq; the pressure from religious conservatives;
and economic conservatives who were prominent
Republicans.

The cancellation of Iraq debt was important to
the US, but France and Germany were firmly op-
posed to this, as they held a significant portion of
this debt. Further debt cancellation under HIPC
was used as a leverage to get debt cancellation
from the Paris Club for Iraq as well. The big mo-
bilisations from amongst others religious groups
to advocate for debt cancellation, was another
contributor to this shift, as the Bush administra-
tion did not want to lose voters due to the politi-
cised issue of debt cancellation. Moreover, eco-
nomic conservatives, who were closely connected
to the administration, held beliefs that multilat-
eral debt cancellation would be a means to hold
the International financial institutions account-
able for their poor lending decisions. Helleiner
and Cameron conclude that although generally
the USA and other G7 members continued to
promote neoliberal conditions for countries par-
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ticipating in HIPC, their political interests and
conservatism does not necessarily always form a
barrier to debt cancellation itself.

HIPC as a barrier to changing the SDRR
Tan’s review of the impacts of HIPC on the un-
derlying normative values of the SDRR provides
some useful reflections on how the role of HIPC
can be seen as part of the broader SDRR [165].
Tan argues that HIPC was limiting the SDRR by
designing it in such a way that it could not lead
to the creation of a multilateral legal framework
for sovereign debt restructurings. She argues that
HIPC was meant to be a single initiative that
did not challenge the existing SDRR. Moreover,
due to the initiative’s categorisation as a means
for development, it formed a barrier to the cre-
ation of a statutory framework for insolvency of
sovereign states. Furthermore, the initiative de-
coupled the debt cancellation from the broader
international financial architecture, and thereby
failed to include the regulatory and economic con-
straints that lead to the accumulation of Global
South debt. In order to overcome this, a con-
temporary GSDC initiative should integrate the
debt cancellation within the need for reforming
the international financial architecture.

Conclusion HIPC enactment
History seems to repeat itself, with a growing
number of countries in the Global South becom-
ing highly affected by the unfolding debt crisis.
The ‘too little, too late’ response that eventually
led to the creation of HIPC seems to resurface,
as the tools being used to address the debt cri-
sis prove to be ineffective [166]. Several enablers
have been identified in the context of enacting
HIPC, which could potentially be applicable to
enabling GSDC. i) Pressure from CSOs and mass
mobilisations, providing the moral appeal for debt
cancellation; ii) a group of economists promoting
debt cancellation; iii) leadership from a small net-
work of creditors who are more open to GSDC;
iv) change in IMF or World Bank leadership; and
v) changed views of major creditor countries as
well as tough negotiations leading up to the en-
actment. These enablers might not all be neces-
sary, let alone sufficient, but they could increase

the likelihood of GSDC. However, the reflections
of the last section show that a new initiative for
the cancellation of Global South debt should be
part of a broader call of reforming the interna-
tional financial architecture, specifically a reform
of the SDRR.

4.4 Jubilee 2000 - Putting debt
cancellation on the global
agenda

In this section the literature around the Jubilee
2000 movement will be reviewed. A movement
that is perceived as one of the most successful
campaigns on economic and social justice [139].
It will aim to answer what were the contributors
to its success and what were the biggest barriers
to its effectiveness. This section concludes with
looking forward to what could be learned from
these experiences in order to successfully cam-
paign with a transnational movement for Global
South debt cancellation.

Jubilee 2000 started in the UK in 1996 and devel-
oped to become a transnational network of vari-
ous coalitions that were advocating for debt can-
cellation by the end of the millennium. The role
of the concept of a Biblical Jubilee, a year in
which debts were forgiven and enslaved people
were freed, played a significant role in the mobil-
isation of religious groups. Within the literature
two successes of Jubilee 2000 are frequently men-
tioned: i) 100 billion of Global South debt can-
celled by the end of the millennium; ii) a trans-
formed debate, where debt cancellation became
more than just an economic issue, combined with
a more critical stance towards neoliberal solu-
tions to the debt crisis [140, 142, 143]. However,
as was reflected upon in the previous sections of
this chapter, the campaign did not significantly
democratise institutions like the IMF or World
Bank, nor did it shift the balance of power away
from creditor nations [143].

Contributors to Jubilee 2000s success
Various scholars have written about the Jubilee
2000 effectiveness. Busby provides a well cited ac-
count of the contributors to the success of Jubilee
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2000 [145]. The focus of his article is on under
what circumstances framing is successful. He dis-
tinguishes between cheap and costly moral action,
where the first refers to matching cultural values
to its polities when costs of action are low, while
for the latter costs are high. Debt cancellation is
a costly action, and therefore HIPC initiated as a
form of costly moral action. Busby argues that in
such a scenario it is essential to acquire the sup-
port of policy gatekeepers (people that are in veto
governance positions). He argues that there are
six potential contributors to the effectiveness of
framing: “i) a permissive international context;
ii) focusing events; iii) credible information; iv)
low costs; v) cultural match; and vi) supportive
policy gatekeepers” [145, p. 252].

An example of this permissive international con-
text is the advancement of internet and technol-
ogy for communications, which was also men-
tioned by Collins et al. as something that fa-
cilitated the success of the campaign [140]. These
focusing events are events that increase the im-
portance of the issue, for Jubilee 2000 the strate-
gically chosen horizon of the campaign with the
end of the millennium was a manufactured fo-
cused event by campaigners. Credible informa-
tion, also mentioned by Callaghy, is a necessary
aspect of the success of the campaign, however
this is not a sufficient condition for its success
[137, 145]. Collins et al. argue that the main rea-
son for Jubilee 2000’s success was the combination
of high-quality analyses with strong public action
[140]. This strong public action was mobilised by
matching the framing to different cultural values,
especially Christian values, as churchgoers formed
the activist base of the campaign [143]. Moreover,
debt cancellation, initially seen as more academic
and economic, became more of an accessible issue
due to its moral framings [140, 142, 143]. Fur-
thermore, the creation of media attention and the
support of public figures like rockstar Bono, are
also mentioned to have contributed to the adop-
tion of new framings on debt [140].

Busby argues that when the costs for action are
high, the support of policy gatekeepers is nec-
essary to transform the alignment with cultural

values into action [145]. He shows that there is
a large correlation between the initial support of
the campaign and countries with a high percent-
age of religious people, such as the US, Italy and
Canada. Where the USA holds by far the high-
est number of veto positions, this has also been
discussed earlier in the context of its structural
power in the SDRR. In Japan, where religios-
ity was low, the use of non religious framing was
used, in order to appeal to its diplomatic ambi-
tions [145].

Alongside these contributors to the effectiveness
of the campaign, Collins et al. also mention the
failure of creditors’ policies to effectively deal with
the debt problems as an enabler [140]. The rise
of expertise of CSOs on the issue, as well as the
strategic choice to reject any specific definition of
debt relief, in order to allow for a shifting demand,
also contributed to the effectiveness [140]. Josse-
line describes the domestic political opportunities
that help explain the scope of mass mobilizations
in France, Germany and the UK. They argue that
there are four aspects that are important for do-
mestic political opportunities: i) domestic institu-
tional access; ii) political environment; iii) past or
current movements; and iv) international oppor-
tunities (such as G7s) [146]. Grenier argues that,
whilst formally there was no leadership, in prac-
tice the UK branch of Jubilee 2000 fulfilled this
leadership role [139]. They argue that this leader-
ship contributed to the campaigns’ success, how-
ever the leadership also was contested and led to
tensions between Southern and Northern groups
[139].

North-South tensions within the Jubilee
2000 campaign
The literature on the Jubilee 2000 movement
discusses various tensions that arose across the
Global North - Global South interface. In this
section, the aim is to give an overview of these
tensions in order to draw lessons for a new
campaign to mitigate these tensions. Although
these tensions were not always positioned between
South and North, this categorisation aids to bet-
ter understand the power relations and perspec-
tives across this divide [147]. The tensions of Ju-
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bilee 2000 arose mainly from the organisational
structure; its discourse and objectives; and the
methods used by different groups.

Firstly, the organisational structure, which was
an informal network initiated in the UK, with-
out involvement of Global South groups at the
start [139]. The unequal distribution of resources
between North and South reflected the world eco-
nomic order that it challenged, which influenced
the capacity to determine strategies [140, 143].
Due to its informal character, internal democratic
procedures were lacking, and there was no proce-
dure for international decision making processes
[143, 147]. Moreover, the locus of leadership in
the UK, although often representing the broader
campaign, did not always reflect the perspectives
of Southern campaigns [139, 147]. These tensions
clearly surfaced after the passing of a legislation
in the USA, which Jubilee 2000 supported, whilst
Southern campaigns criticised it for the continu-
ation of its conditionalities attached to the debt
reductions [139]. Furthermore, the response of
Jubilee 2000 to the outcomes of the G7 summit in
Cologne in 1999 (at which the G7 made a deal to
increase debt cancellation, whilst maintaining the
structural adjustment policies), was made with-
out the involvement of Southern campaigns [147].

Secondly, the discourse and framings used by the
campaign and the stated objectives also led to
frictions within Jubilee 2000. Whereas North-
ern campaigns spoke of unpayable debts due to
its human costs, Southern campaigns focus on
the illegitimacy of these debts in relation to its
historical origins [113, 147]. Somers argues that
the usage of this frame by the North, legitimised
the debt and therefore undermined the position
of the South [147]. Moreover, in the North the
campaign focused on an improvement of HIPC by
increasing the eligibility and the end to the struc-
tural adjustment policies [139]. Whereas in the
South, more sweeping solutions were envisioned,
by the recognition of ecological debts, and the
outright cancellation of all Global South debts
[113]. This more radical stance of the South was
also seen in their relation to the World Bank and
IMF whom they wished to abolish and replace,

whereas Northern groups were campaigning on
their reform [113, 140, 147].

Thirdly, Northern campaigns were heavily in-
volved in lobbying governments and IFIs, whereas
Southern campaigns were mainly involved with
grassroots organising [140, 143, 147]. The co-
operation with IFIs created tensions due to the
difference in perspective of whether or not these
institutions were able to be reformed [140, 143].
These tensions led to the emergence of Jubilee
South, which was a coalition of most of the South-
ern campaigns that initially organised within the
Jubilee 2000 network [141]. The creation of Ju-
bilee South, created a platform for the more rad-
ical and sweeping perspectives of how to address
the debt crisis. Somers argues that the continued
collaboration between Jubilee 2000 and Jubilee
South showed the continued commitment to the
cause and the split was mainly a result of trying to
navigate the inherent tensions in a transnational
campaign [147].

Conclusion - Lessons from Jubilee 2000 for
a current campaign
When reviewing the contributors to the success
of Jubilee 2000, three lessons are identified when
looking at what could help a current campaign for
GSDC. Firstly, as high-quality analysis helps the
credibility of the campaign, it seems important
to mobilise the epistemic community to create
these analyses. Secondly, tapping into the culture
of policy gatekeepers by creating framings of the
problem that align with their values could help to
win their support for –or lower their resistance to–
GSDC. Thirdly, the existence of past movements
aided the domestic potential for mobilisation as
well as the interaction with international oppor-
tunities. Therefore, it seems useful for organisers
to get in touch with people that were active in
Jubilee 2000 or other movements advocating for
GSDC, as well as mobilise around international
events such as the G7 meetings.

Similarly, the tensions across the North-South di-
vide also provide lessons for a current campaign to
mitigate tensions related to organisational struc-
ture; discourse and framings; and methods used.
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In order to build and maintain a more equal re-
lationship between Southern and Northern cam-
paigns, the challenging of power structures should
be well-integrated into the campaign in order
to work towards democratising the international
economic order. Notably, Jubilee 2000 never
aimed to create a formal organisation, as it was
focused on building a social movement. How-
ever, the lack of formal structure does not pre-
vent efforts to mitigate power imbalances between
Southern and Northern campaigns. The Jubilee
2000 meeting in Rome in 1998, which had equal
participation from South and North, as well as
the conferences later organised by Jubilee South,
could be seen as ways to navigate these organisa-
tional tensions.

The second tension occurs through contradicting
framings and discourses by the shaping of do-
mestic campaigns by their local contexts. This
tension could be reduced by Northern groups’
recognition that centering the voices and needs
of Southern campaigns should be central as they
are living through the experiences of the unfold-
ing debt crisis, as well as facing a disproportion-
ate share of the impacts of climate breakdown.
Thirdly, as different methods caused tensions
and at the same time offered a crucial strength
through the collaboration of reformists and radi-
cals, a diversity of methods should be nourished.
At least, as long as methods like lobbying in the
North do not undermine campaigning efforts of
the South.

Mayo argues that the resistance of Jubilee 2000 to
become a formal organisation (due to the inher-
ent limitations described by Jordan and Maloney
in their book ‘The Protest Business’ [167]) led
them to explore how to build a social movement,
that was effective, representative and accountable
both on a local as well as global level [144]. More-
over, Somers adds that navigating between the
goal of achieving debt cancellation with the goal
of creating a common cause, was a continuous
struggle for Jubilee 2000 [147]. Furthermore, Gre-
nier adds that since campaigns in the South have
no direct way of challenging creditor countries,
there is a need for Northern activism combined

with North-South solidarity [139]. When a cam-
paign in the present is able to learn from the suc-
cesses and tensions of Jubilee 2000 it will be more
likely to contribute to bringing about GSDC.
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5 Results
This chapter presents the results of the eight in-
terviews that were conducted with different actors
that are relevant for bringing about Global South
debt cancellation (GSDC). The aim of the inter-
views was to explore if and how GSDC can be
brought about. Moreover, informal conversations
at the 2023 Annual Meetings of the World Bank
and IMF contributed to the findings in this sec-
tion as well. As discussed in the methodology sec-
tion, the research uses a limited amount of data.
Therefore, this chapter aims to synthesise the per-
spectives of different actors in order to explore the
topic and find some indication on the five aspects
related to bringing about GSDC that are in focus
in this thesis: i) Actors and roles; ii) Arguments
in favour or against GSDC; iii) Enablers and bar-
riers; iv) Process; and v) Safeguards and condi-
tions. This chapter is structured into six sections,
one for each of these five aspects and a concluding
section.

In the first section, the actors and roles are
discussed, aiming to answer the following sub-
question: ‘Which actors are relevant for bring-
ing about GSDC and what are their prospective
roles?’. In the second section arguments in favour
and against GSDC are discussed, as during the
interviews these arguments were often mentioned
by actors, even though this was not an initial part
of the sub-questions under study. In the third
section, the subquestion: ‘What are enablers and
barriers to bringing about GSDC?’ is aimed to
answer, providing an exploration of enablers and
barriers. In the fourth section, an overview is
given of four processes that could potentially lead
to GSDC, answering the subquestion: ‘Through
what process can GSDC be brought about?’. In
the fifth section, safeguards and conditions are
discussed, where the subquestion: ‘How can self-
determination and a just transition towards a sus-
tainable economy be safeguarded in GSDC?’ is ex-
plored. Moreover, throughout the interviews con-
ditions in relation to GSDC came to the surface,
and these most naturally fitted under the discus-
sion of safeguards. Lastly, the concluding section
provides a summary of the key outcomes of the

interviews and informal conversations.

5.1 Actors and roles
There are different actors that each play specific
roles when bringing about GSDC. An overview of
these actors and their prospective roles is given in
Figure 3. In this figure, the grey boxes on the left
indicate the category subject of the boxes on their
right. Different colours are used in order to distin-
guish between the different actor groups. Based
on the interviews, four actor groups were identi-
fied: i) Creditors (multilateral, bilateral and pri-
vate); ii) International financial community; iii)
Global South governments (GSGs); and iv) Civil
society and media. Each actor group consists of
different actors, some of which are key to bringing
about GSDC. Interviewees expressed that these
actors most probably will need to fulfil a certain
role in case GSDC is brought about. Actors can
potentially take up multiple roles. Yet, purely the
dominant role that each actor might play will be
discussed in this chapter in order to maintain con-
ciseness. Certain roles are less likely to be taken,
but would be highly significant for their contri-
bution to bringing about GSDC. These less likely
but crucial roles are also discussed in this section,
those are shown in Figure 3 as ‘possible enabling
actor role’.

Creditors
The actor group ‘Creditors’, consists of three dis-
tinct categories, namely: private, bilateral and
multilateral creditors. Creditors in these cate-
gories all play a different role in the context of
GSDC. Private creditors were often mentioned,
because over the last decades their share of Global
South sovereign debt has grown. Special empha-
sis was laid on the increase in private debt in the
form of bonds. Therefore, bondholders are a key
actor. Bondholders and other private creditors
are likely to demand maximum payment on their
loans. In the case of GSDC, they will likely try
to be bailed out by creditor governments.

Among the bilateral creditors, China, USA and
UK were mentioned most. China was mentioned
mostly due to its significant creditor size, hav-
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Figure 3: Visual representation of results: Actors and roles to bring about GSDC.

ing become the world’s largest bilateral creditor
since 2017 [168]. The USA and UK were pointed
out because of their role in the jurisdiction of
sovereign debt. They could potentially play an
important enabling role for GSDC through chang-
ing the legislation on sovereign debt. Political
conditions in the UK and USA will influence the
likelihood of these legislation changes. However,
the possibility of creditors changing to other ju-
risdictions, more favourable to their interests, was
raised as limiting the potential effects of such leg-
islation change. Bilateral creditors currently do
not show willingness to cancel large amounts of
debts, so therefore they are likely to minimise the
scope of GSDC.

As for the multilateral creditors, the Group of 20
(G20) was mentioned a few times, although it is
difficult to categorise them as a multilateral cred-
itor, since they are an intergovernmental forum
and not an institution. Importantly, all intervie-
wees mentioned the World Bank and the IMF.
These two actors can both be seen as multilateral
creditors as well as international financial institu-
tions that are central to the international finan-
cial community. Due to the respective reasons,
they hold a significant part of Global South exter-
nal sovereign debt, as well as play a large role in
the sovereign debt restructuring regime (SDRR).
Interviewees’ perception of the role these actors

could play differed. Some of the interviewees
perceived these actors to be the possible initia-
tors of GSDC, based on the experiences of what
happened with the Heavily Indebted Poor Coun-
tries (HIPC) initiative. Civil Society Organisa-
tion (CSO) actors see them as likely to try to
impose conditionalities on GSGs, limiting their
ability to be sovereign, in case GSDC could not
be held off.

International financial community
Alongside the World Bank and IMF, three other
members of the international financial community
were mentioned, namely: Credit Rating Agencies
(CRAs), the Paris Club and the United Nations
(UN). CRAs were mentioned in relation to their
role of determining GSGs credit ratings. This is
important, as debt cancellation is often related
to a decreased credit rating, as will be explained
in the ‘Arguments’ section. The Paris Club was
mentioned as a coordinating platform for dis-
cussing sovereign debt restructurings. However,
due to the increased complexity of the creditor
landscape, the Global Sovereign Debt Roundtable
(GSDR) was created (by the World Bank, IMF
and Indian G20 Presidency) to bring traditional
Paris Club lenders and new lenders together [169].
The GSDR is co-chaired by the G20 Presidency,
World Bank and IMF, and furthermore consists of
bilateral lenders, private lenders, and some bor-
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rowing countries [170]. The UN, although not
necessarily being a part of the international fi-
nancial community, could probably fulfil a similar
role as the GSDR, as multiple interviewees men-
tioned them as a possible platform for discussing
GSDC.

Global South governments
The actor group for whom GSDC is most rele-
vant is the group of GSGs, as these are the actors
that receive debt cancellation in case GSDC is
brought about. Within this actor group, there
did not seem to be special importance for any
specific GSGs that are dealing with the debt cri-
sis. The GSGs that were mentioned as examples
throughout the interviews are (aggregated): An-
gola, Argentina, Ecuador, Egypt, Morocco, Nige-
ria, South Africa, Sri Lanka and Zambia. The
only GS country that received significant special
attention was China, but that was in relation
to its role as creditor. It was mentioned that
in case of GSDC happening, it is essential that
debtors coordinate among themselves, through
for instance the G77.

Civil society and media
Another actor group that is considered to be rel-
evant to GSDC is civil society and media. CSOs
as well as the media were mentioned by intervie-
wees. CSOs were named mainly in the context of
exerting pressure on key actors within the other
three actor groups. This public pressure has dif-
ferent aims, depending on whether it is exerted
in the South or in the North, although creating
awareness about the problem is similar in both
groups of countries. In the Global South this
pressure could be used to pressure governments
to start demanding debt cancellation. Whereas
in the Global North, this pressure could be ex-
erted in order to build a base for political support
to cancel the debts owed to Global North govern-
ments. The media was mentioned in relation to
informing the public around the topic of GSDC.
One interviewee elaborated upon what would be
crucial for CSOs (including social movements) in
order to fulfil their role effectively. Highlighting
the need to: try to collaborate amongst differ-
ent groups and overcome differences; GN groups

Figure 4: Visual representation of results: Argu-
ments against and in favour of GSDC.

respecting GS positions, as to not replicate the
division that happened at the start of the Ju-
bilee movement; and creating physical moments
of coming together, such as the counter summit
during the 2023 World Bank and IMF annual
meetings.

5.2 Arguments
Throughout the interviews, interviewees also
mentioned their position towards GSDC. An
overview of these arguments is shown in Figure 4.
Some of these arguments also relate to enablers
and barriers that are being discussed in the next
section.

The most mentioned arguments against GSDC,
were moral hazard, which in this case relates to
the risk of incentivizing bad borrowing behaviour,
and increased borrowing costs. Related to the
moral hazard is the concept of ‘honouring debt’.
Interviewees mentioned that there is a strong be-
lief that when debt is contracted, there is an ethi-
cal responsibility to pay back. Whereas, increased
borrowing costs were mentioned, because this in-
crease could lead to a reduced market access of
GSGs. These borrowing costs would increase due
to a deteriorated credit rating that is likely to fol-
low in case of debt cancellation. Although when
debt is unsustainable, debt cancellation could be
necessary to regain market access. Another ar-
gument is World Bank rating loss, which is used
as an argument against participation of multilat-
eral creditors in debt cancellation. Lastly, the
expropriation of private creditors is an argument
against GSDC as they argue for their right to
property.
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On the other side there were also arguments in
favour of GSDC. The most recurring argument
was the need for fiscal space. This was also re-
lated to the lack of long-term fiscal space that was
created by initiatives like the Debt Service Sus-
pension Initiative, as this was only a temporary
reduction of debt service levels. Some intervie-
wees directly linked this fiscal space to the nec-
essary resources for climate action. Another ar-
gument that came up was the need for compen-
sation, in relation to the damage inflicted upon
the Global South by the Global North, in rela-
tion to colonialism. As one interviewee said: “The
Global South can look at that debt [cancellation]
as a restitution for the damage that Africa has
suffered”. This was also linked to the concept of
‘climate debt’, where debt cancellation is seen as
a means to acknowledge the different responsibil-
ities of causing climate breakdown. Lastly, some
interviewees mentioned that since the debt crisis
is so big, incremental solutions to fix it will not
be sufficient and therefore, a bigger solution like
GSDC should be considered.

5.3 Enablers and barriers
In order to understand how GSDC can be brought
about, it is useful to assess what contributes to
the likelihood and what stands in its way. There-
fore, this section will look at enablers and barri-
ers to GSDC. The interview results are visually
presented in Figure 5. In this figure, most en-
ablers and barriers are connected as the enabler
aims to overcome a certain existing barrier. How-
ever, not all enablers are of the same importance,
some of these can be perceived as an increased
pressure, whereas others are essential to bring-
ing about GSDC. To what extent enablers are
perceived as essential depended on the actor in-
terviewed. A complex creditor landscape as well
as existing legal contracts are both seen as bar-
riers to bringing about GSDC. Enablers aiming
to overcome these barriers are: Coordination of
debtors and creditors, and legislation change in
the USA and UK, respectively.

There are a few barriers that are linked together,
as they all are related to actors’ political will to

advocate for GSDC. For creditors, political will
is lacking as GSDC would lead to a loss of credi-
tors’ expected income12. Therefore, GSDC is not
aligned with their interests unless the default rate
gets too high. It was mentioned that creditors are
unlikely to accept GSDC, and this was mentioned
most in relation to private creditor participation.
There is also a lack of political will from GSGs as
they could lose financial market access through
increased borrowing costs. Moreover, another as-
pect that impedes the political will, of most ac-
tors, is the belief that debts should always be re-
paid.

In order to create more political will, some en-
ablers were mentioned. Firstly, an increase of
public pressure through for instance large mo-
bilisations, could create more willingness among
creditors to accept losses. Secondly, a worsened
debt crisis could also lead to more political will as
debt cancellation becomes a viable option to be
able to solve it. Passivity of actors to act upon
the debt crisis was mentioned as a contributor to a
worsened debt crisis. Moreover, this falls into the
same pattern of ‘too little too late’ (debt restruc-
turing or cancellation) that has also been seen in
the 1980s. Furthermore, extreme events such as
a climate disaster were mentioned by many inter-
viewees as potential enablers of GSDC. Thirdly,
interviewees who did see GSDC as an unlikely op-
tion, often mentioned that it could only become a
real possibility when the scope becomes reduced.
Meaning that in such a case, only a small sub-
group of GSGs is eligible and that it could be a
cancellation of some of the debt instead of the
complete stock. Nevertheless, even then, they ar-
gue there still needs to be a crisis that creates the
need, and sense of urgency required, for this kind
of policy option. Interestingly, whilst these inter-
viewees are talking about the need for a crisis to
enable this, other interviewees are describing the
effects of the crisis they are already experiencing
right now, for instance through the flooding of

12This willingness is political since creditor rights can
be weighed against human rights. Whilst millions of peo-
ple were struggling due to the COVID crisis, investment
banks, asset managers and hedge funds were recording
record profits [171].
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Figure 5: Visual representation of results: Enablers and barriers to GSDC. The dotted arrows
indicate that these specific enablers can help to overcome (or decrease) that specific barrier.

their country.

Another type of enabler, which is not as closely
related to a specific barrier, is the coordination
of GSGs. This coordination could come in the
form of a debtors club, or for instance through
the G77. This coordination could then facilitate
GSGs to collectively ask for GSDC, which could
be accompanied by a threat to default on their
debts. Moreover, this coordination could also be
a place that allows for the collective decision to
default on all sovereign debt. GSGs coordination
was described as important, because the case of
a single nation, or only a few countries, taking
that position could lead to sanctions that prevent
future market access. One interviewee described
this as: “And if one country does that? It’s ter-
rible for that country, markets shut down, they
might have problems for, I don’t know, importing
medicines. So it is very problematic to do that if
one country does it. But if five countries do that,
that’s a different story.”

5.4 Process
Four options were suggested that could lead
to bringing about GSDC: Audit and repudia-
tion; Multilateral Debt Resolution Framework
(MDRF); hegemonic GSDC; and GSGs default.
These options, including their requirements as
well as their key features are shown in Figure
6. It is important to note that these options for
bringing about GSDC are an exploration and are
not meant to give a complete overview. They are
meant to give some ideas that could serve as in-
spiration for bringing about GSDC.

Audit and repudiation is the first option posed
to possibly bring about GSDC. For this option,
each individual GSG goes through the process of
a debt audit, which allows for an assessment of
whether or not a debt contract was legitimate
or not. This could lead to a repudiation of il-
legitimate debts. In order to do this debt audit,
an independent debt authority should be estab-
lished. For this option it is important to note
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Figure 6: Visual representation of results: Process.

that this process will happen case by case, coun-
try by country. This is because it should be as-
sessed for each of the sovereign debt contracts,
how these debts were contracted and what they
were used for. Debt repudiation is different from
debt cancellation, since in the case of repudiation
the debtor (or possibly creditor) no longer accepts
the validity of the contract.

Secondly, the establishment of an MDRF, similar
to the proposal of a Sovereign Debt Restructuring
Mechanism, the MDRF is a reform of the inter-
national debt architecture. This reform will es-
tablish an insolvency law and court for sovereign
states similar to what exists for companies. For
this option it is required as well that an inde-
pendent debt authority is created. The MDRF
would in its turn allow GSGs to potentially re-
ceive debt cancellation in case of unsustainable
debt. This framework could be accompanied by
an automatic trigger that determines when re-
structuring starts, but concerns exist about this
mechanism. However, this option leaves unan-

swered how to get to a situation where an MDRF
is established. Although one interviewee said that
recently many states express the need for interna-
tional finance architecture reform.

Thirdly, hegemonic GSDC is an option in which
key actors that are currently most dominant in
the SDRR create an initiative. This could, for
instance, be a collaboration between the World
Bank and the IMF, similar to what happened
in the 1990s when HIPC was created. This op-
tion has been mentioned most by interviewees,
although it was difficult to assess whether this
is correlated to the likeliness of this option hap-
pening. Hegemonic institutions like the IMF and
World Bank are heavily established and embed-
ded in the SDRR. Therefore, some interviewees
said that they can more easily mobilise actors to
participate in GSDC. However, this option seems
to require that creditors impose conditionalities
in order for countries to be able to participate in
the debt cancellation initiative. Moreover, as the
IMF and World Bank are currently not advocat-
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ing for this policy option, this would require criti-
cal public pressure in order to create the incentive
to implement GSDC. For some interviewees there
seemed to be a disempowered belief in the agency
and power that GSGs have, leading them to refer
to hegemonic GSDC as the most viable option.

Fourthly, the option of default by GSGs was dis-
cussed. There are two ways in which this option
was explained. The first option being a collective
decision by many GS countries to decide to delib-
erately default. This is then done as a strategic
decision in order to force creditors to the table
and demand GSDC. When this were to be done,
it would allow for GS countries to assume a pow-
erful position, as it would give them leverage over
the creditors. However, it is required that GSGs
coordinate this well as otherwise this could lead
to getting locked out of financial markets. The
second possibility is that through a worsened debt
crisis, more and more countries start to default on
their debts, whereas finally partial debt cancella-
tion is the only option to return to sustainable
debt levels.

5.5 Safeguards and conditions
Lastly, interviewees were asked how ‘self-
determination’ and ‘a just transition towards a
sustainable economy’ can be safeguarded when
bringing about GSDC13. When asking about
these safeguards one general important aspect
arose: that the possibility for safeguards as well
as their effectiveness is dependent on the democ-
racy of the GSG. For instance, one interviewee
argued that a country that has a neoliberal right
wing government is unlikely to prioritise self-
determination. Moreover, transparency and ac-
countability should be important features that al-
low for more specific safeguards concerning self-

13The following definitions were used: i) ‘self-
determination’ is used as a concept where countries can
sovereignly determine their own policies and simultane-
ously citizens of these countries have a fair say in the de-
termination of its policies; ii) ‘a just transition towards a
sustainable economy’ is used as a concept where we tran-
sition to a life-sustaining economy whilst ensuring that no
people, workers, places, sectors, countries or regions are
left behind in the transition.

Figure 7: Visual representation of results: Safe-
guards for GSDC.

determination and a just transition. For both
these specific themes different safeguards were
identified, these are shown in Figure 7.

In relation to self-determination, three possibili-
ties were mentioned. In order to have true self-
determination, it is important that GS coun-
tries themselves decide on the process of GSDC.
Two interviewees mentioned that self determina-
tion is only possible in the case of unconditional
GSDC, as conditionalities imply the limiting of
the sovereignty of a state. Contrarily, there was
also the view that self-determination will not be
possible as creditors would not accept this and
will always try to impose conditionalities, relat-
ing to the option of ‘hegemonic GSDC’. Therefore,
one interviewee mentioned that the only way to
achieve unconditional GSDC was through a col-
lective default of GSGs as this would put them in
a more powerful position, so related to the option
of ‘GSGs default’.

In relation to a just transition towards a sustain-
able economy, a commitment from GSGs to the
SDGs was mentioned as a safeguard. Moreover,
this commitment was also seen by some as the
possibility of doing a debt (for climate) swap.
However, imposing safeguards for a just transi-
tion could risk limiting self-determination, with
one interviewee describing it as:

“There are some proposals out there saying that
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debt cancellation should be linked to a just tran-
sition, but who defines a just transition. Are you
telling global South countries that they need to do
even more than the global North countries are do-
ing for the just transition? If they want to freely,
not imposed by the World Bank or the IMF, want
to keep exploiting some fossil fuels to be able to
develop, and then get out of debt, and then invest
in a just transition by themselves. Who am I, on
the global North to tell them that that’s not right,
when my country is doing that and has been do-
ing that and, this is why it’s considered developed.
So I would be very hesitant on making that con-
dition. The people in the global South, if they get
debt cancellation and they feel this is the objective,
they should push their government for this to hap-
pen. But maybe they feel that investing in other
public services is more important. And it depends
on each country. So I think with the present lev-
els of debt a just transition in the South is not
possible. Debt cancellation would facilitate a just
transition, but I don’t think that it can be condi-
tioned because then it’s debt swaps and all these
creepy things.”

5.6 Key takeaway messages
This concluding section provides a summary of
the main outcomes of the interviews and the infor-
mal conversations. The arguments used against
or in favour of GSDC, can be used as a narrative
to hold back or enable GSDC, respectively. In-
creased borrowing costs and moral hazard were
the most prominent arguments against GSDC,
whereas the creation of fiscal space and the possi-
bility for compensation were the most prominent
arguments in favour of GSDC. There are many
relevant actors that will likely or possibly play a
role in bringing about GSDC were it to happen.

Of these actors, the World Bank and IMF were
mentioned most, as they are very well established
in the SDRR. Private creditors as well as China
have become more important over the last decade,
as their share of Global South debt has grown
significantly. Moreover, the USA and UK play
an important role, as 96% of sovereign bond con-
tracts fall under their jurisdiction, the current le-

gal contracts are one of the barriers to bringing
about GSDC, which could be overcome by the
enabler: legislation change in the USA and UK.
GSGs play another key role in GSDC, however
the risk of losing market access is a barrier that
decreases their political will. When GSGs coordi-
nate by threatening to default or ask collectively
for GSDC this could be an enabler to GSDC.

Moreover, the non-acceptance by creditors to
bring about GSDC is a big barrier to bringing
about GSDC. This barrier could potentially be
overcome by public pressure; the worsening of the
debt crisis; and narrowing the scope of GSDC.
From the data, four options are extracted that
could be processes that lead to bringing about
GSDC: Audit and repudiation; the creation of an
MDRF; GSDC by hegemonic actors; and collec-
tive default by GSGs. Each of these options have
their own characteristics which will be further dis-
cussed in the conclusion of this thesis.

Lastly, the possibility of safeguards for self-
determination and a just transition towards a sus-
tainable economy are dependent on the democ-
racy of each Global South country whose debts
are cancelled. To safeguard self-determination,
there should be either no conditions attached to
GSDC, or the people and their respective coun-
tries of the Global South should themselves de-
cide upon these conditionalities. Simultaneously,
it was argued that self-determination would not
be possible because creditors would not accept
GSDC without conditions attached. Moreover,
safeguards for a just transition towards a sustain-
able economy could limit self-determination, even
though a just transition should safeguard proce-
dural justice. In the next chapter these results
are interpreted and synthesised with the results
from the literature review.
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6 Discussion
This chapter discusses the results of this the-
sis. The previous chapter concluded with the
key take-aways of the results, regarding: actors
and roles; arguments; enablers and barriers; pro-
cess; and safeguards and conditions. This chapter
starts by interpreting these results and comparing
them to the literature review as well as relating
back to Chapter 2 in which debt restructuring,
swaps, and cancellation are compared. This is
done whilst following the same structure in which
the results have been discussed, sequentially dis-
cussing these five aspects of GSDC. Thereafter,
the main limitations of this study are discussed,
including the incorporation of recommendations
to overcome them through suggestions for future
research.

6.1 Interpretation of results
Actors and roles
Throughout the interviews the World Bank and
IMF were mostly mentioned as key actors to
bringing about GSDC. These international finan-
cial institutions (IFIs) also surfaced in the liter-
ature in relation to their role in the creation of
the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries initiative
(HIPC) and their central role in the sovereign
debt restructuring regime (SDRR). As these ac-
tors are not advocating for GSDC, their role will
likely be reactionary to external pressures. As
seen in the literature on HIPC enactment, these
IFIs could potentially change their position, how-
ever this will likely be at the cost of the creation
of conditionalities. The voting power in these
IFIs reflects the relative economic position of their
member countries, therefore, these conditions will
likely reflect creditor interests. Moreover, their
involvement in the bringing about of GSDC would
raise serious questions about the ability to con-
tribute to a self-determined and just transition
towards a sustainable economy for Global South
countries.

China is considered to have a significant role in
GSDC, due to its significant creditor size. Within
the literature review the key role of China was

not found, which was likely due to the choice
of fields for the literature review, and the exclu-
sion of country-specific literature in the field of
SDRR. Most literature in the review was focused
on SDRR reform, HIPC enactment and Jubilee
2000, in which the role of China was not given
special importance. China, often considered to
be part of the Global South, could play an inter-
esting role in GSDC, due to its growing economic
power that challenges the world economic order.
However, their interests in GSDC are likely dif-
ferent from other Global South countries that are
facing significant burdens due to the unfolding
Global South debt crisis.

The USA and the UK are important, due to their
structural power in the jurisdictions in which over
95% of sovereign debt contracts are located. This
was established from the literature review and
is reflected in the interview results. For these
two actors the results complemented the litera-
ture review due to the reflections upon the cur-
rent possibilities for legislation change. The re-
sults aligned with the literature review on the
role that Global South governments could play
in bringing about GSDC. Both emphasised the
value and necessity of solidarity amongst Global
South countries and the role that debtor coor-
dination could play. This leads to the question
of which countries are likely to create alliances
that could effectively push for GSDC. This could,
for instance, be related to countries that are cop-
ing with the highest debt burdens, but could also
start from a political alignment from the desire
to have self-determination.

On the other hand the literature review provides
a much more extensive overview of the role that
CSOs could play than what was mentioned in the
results. However, the results align with the no-
tion that CSOs likely play an important role in
bringing about GSDC, by exerting pressure. The
literature review complements this understanding
by outlining the contributors to the success of the
Jubilee 2000 movement, as well as the tensions
that arose across the South-North divide. To
overcome these tensions the fostering of solidarity
and understanding amongst different CSOs and
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social movements seems to be central and could
be worked towards by gatherings such as the Ju-
bilee 2000 gathering in Rome 1998. Moreover,
reflecting upon and challenging the inherently re-
produced power structures between Southern and
Northern campaigns is another aspect that could
help overcome the tensions of the Jubilee 2000
movement. Furthermore, recognition of those
who are mainly affected by the unfolding Global
South debt crisis and climate breakdown, could
contribute to a better understanding of who is
being marginalised and therefore should be cen-
tred in the campaigns. Subsequently, a diversity
of tactics that adapt the campaign to local cir-
cumstances should happen albeit considering that
Northern campaigns don’t undermine those of the
South, such as lobbying in the Global North for
incremental reforms that prevent more systemic
reforms of the SDRR.

Arguments
In contrast to the other four aspects related to
GSDC, there was no initial question that aimed
to explore explicitly the arguments in favour and
against GSDC. However, in the results, many of
these arguments arose during the interviews as
well as with informal conversations. The differ-
ence between arguments against GSDC and bar-
riers to bringing it about are sometimes rather
small. This could be explained by the strong be-
lief (by key actors) in arguments against GSDC,
which is an inherent barrier to the acceptance of
advocacy for it. In Chapter 2, a detailed compar-
ison of debt restructuring, debt swaps and debt
cancellation was made in order to gain an under-
standing of which policy best addresses the un-
folding Global South debt crisis as well as climate
breakdown. This led to the conclusion that even
though none of these options provide a silver bul-
let for addressing these crises, debt cancellation
could have significant impacts on the restorative
potential for acknowledging the climate debt of
Global North countries. This need for compensa-
tion for climate damages and colonialism is also
mentioned in the results.

In order to bring about GSDC, it seems im-
portant to understand the narratives that argue

against GSDC and what arguments exist that
could put this in another perspective, thereby al-
lowing those who advocate for GSDC to provide
a more compelling case for bringing about GSDC.
Notably, this can be achieved not by undermining
valid concerns over the implementation of GSDC,
but through exploring possible solutions to the
potential problems of GSDC. These are some per-
sonal reflections, which are guided by both the lit-
erature review and the interviews. Furthermore,
the urgency to address the lack of fiscal space in
order to enable a just transition towards a sus-
tainable economy, furnished a compelling argu-
ment for the need for more sweeping solutions
to address the unfolding debt crisis. As the im-
pacts of climate breakdown worsen, the need for
fiscal space to spend resources on climate action
will only grow. The precautionary principle could
guide the understanding that more sweeping ac-
tion in the present is essential so as to limit the
potential impacts in the future and try to over-
come the problem of ‘too little, too late’.

One of the arguments against the realisation of
GSDC is the ‘moral hazard’ argument. This refers
to the argument that when debt cancellation hap-
pens this would risk incentivising bad borrowing
behaviour. However, this ‘moral hazard’ also ex-
ists on the side of the lender. This argument was
used by economic conservatives in the USA to
push for debt cancellation by the IMF and World
Bank under the MDRI, because they argued that
there should be accountability for the bad lend-
ing practices of these institutions. Moreover, the
belief that ‘honouring debt’ is a moral obligation
also stands in the way of realising debt cancella-
tion. This belief decontextualizes the debt con-
tract, since the effects of a large debt burden can
have large negative effects on a country and there-
fore it could be argued that this should outweigh
the need for keeping one’s promise, because the
first and foremost promise of a state should be
towards its citizens. Furthermore, this relates to
the concept of odious debt discussed in Chapter
2, because this discussion raises questions about
the initial legitimacy of the debt contract.

Another argument against GSDC is the poten-
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tially increased borrowing costs of Global South
governments (GSGs) that it could give rise to.
This refers to the terms of access of GSGs to pri-
vate sources of financing. However, three poten-
tial ways of mitigating this concern could be: i)
to reduce dependency on private creditors; ii) to
foster Global South solidarity; and iii) to create
sufficient grant-based (non-debt creating) financ-
ing to address loss and damage as well as climate
mitigation and adaptation needs. Moreover, re-
forming the international economic order, in line
with what was envisioned by the New Interna-
tional Economic Order (NIEO), could create the
more structural changes needed to create a more
equal balance of power and reduce the pressure
to contract harmful debt contracts.

World Bank rating loss is an argument that is
used to argue against the participation of World
Bank or other multilateral development banks in
the participation in debt cancellation practices.
However, the past experiences with the enact-
ment of HIPC and the subsequent creation of the
Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative (MDRI) show
that the World Bank and IMF can participate in
GSDC, without the loss of their preferred creditor
status. Lastly, the argument of private creditor
expropriation was used, in which it was argued
that the cancellation of debts without the con-
sent of the private creditors, would undermine
the right to their property. When for instance
pension funds have invested in Global South debt
contracts this could create losses for pension hold-
ers. As the composition of private creditors which
are holding Global South debt is complex and
their transparency limited, it is difficult to as-
sess the material impacts of debt cancellation for
this actor group. However, it seems unlikely that
the impacts of cancelling debt on private credi-
tors will be more impactful than the continuation
of payments by GSGs whose debt burden limits
the ability to provide citizens with basic human
rights.

Enablers and barriers
The literature review gave a detailed historical
account of potential enablers and barriers. The
interview results complemented this review with

a contemporary understanding that was rather
broad and provided an indication of which of
these enablers and barriers are currently impor-
tant, and insight in the specific context of GSDC.
One of the identified barriers in both the litera-
ture review and the results is the existence of legal
contracts under USA and UK jurisdictions, which
is a distinct feature of the SDRR. Changing the
legislations of New York law as well as English law
could have significant effects on the legal aspects
of governing sovereign debt. However, creditors
are likely to want to continue disbursing loans un-
der jurisdictions whose governance reflects credi-
tor interests and therefore changes in legislation
are expected to be limited.

A significant barrier to realise GSDC is the lack
of political will in relation to the acceptance of
creditors of GSDC as a policy option. Due to
the significant power differences between Global
South and Global North, creditor interests are
given priority over the interests of debtors. There-
fore, the power distribution within the regime is
an effective barrier to bringing about GSDC. It
is complicated to find distinctions between what
could be considered ways of changing this regime
and what could be ways to bring about GSDC,
as GSDC itself could be a way of reconfiguring
the power relations within the SDRR. On the
other hand, the reconfiguration of power could
also be seen as a precondition to allow for GSDC
to happen. Therefore, this consideration is re-
flected upon when assessing the processes that
could bring about GSDC.

The results indicated that an important enabler
of GSDC is the worsening of the debt crisis. Mul-
tiple actors described this as an essential precon-
dition for creating the necessary political will of
creditors to start thinking of policy options such
as GSDC, instead of advocating for incremental
policy options. These same actors saw it as un-
likely that GSDC would happen for all Global
South countries and all their external sovereign
debt. Interestingly, the belief that the need for
a worsened debt crisis, or another crisis of enor-
mous scale would create the need for more sweep-
ing solutions to the unfolding debt crisis, seems
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to assume that climate breakdown is not (yet)
at a scale that it could be considered such a cri-
sis. The psychological barriers to fully grasp the
urgency and scale of climate breakdown and its
consequences seem to stand in the way of acting
in accordance with this crisis. The relative distri-
bution of the impacts of climate breakdown, be-
tween those in powerful positions and those most
vulnerable, could play a role in their understand-
ing of whether or not this precondition for a crisis
of scale is already met.

Process
The four options for processes that could bring
about GSDC that were identified in the results
section, correspond to different parts of the liter-
ature review and the chapter on policy options.
These four processes are: audit and repudiation;
the establishment of a multilateral debt resolution
framework (MDRF); Hegemonic GSDC; and the
collaborative default of GSGs. In Chapter 3, debt
audits were mentioned as a way to establish the
legitimacy of Global South debt contracts, and
repudiation was identified as a way to stop ser-
vicing these debts. In order to follow the process
of audit and repudiation to bring about GSDC,
this would likely require a case by case approach
in order to identify for each debt how it was con-
tracted and where it originated. The example of
Ecuador’s debt audit (2007-2009) and subsequent
negotiation of its sovereign debt can be seen as an
example of how this could work on a country level
[104]. A process allowing for repudiation which is
accepted by debtors as well as by creditors re-
quires the establishment of an independent debt
authority. However, the creation of such an au-
thority (especially when given the power to repu-
diate debt) faces significant barriers, as this will
take away power from creditors.

This is similar to the creation of an MDRF, be-
cause this would feature an even bigger reform of
the international debt architecture. The creation
of an insolvency law and court would be a rad-
ical change for the SDRR. The literature review
discussed the sovereign debt restructuring mech-
anism (SDRM) proposal and how it was received.
The SDRM was a proposal that dealt with the

debt held by private creditors and the MDRF dis-
cussed here would be a framework that also covers
bilateral and multilateral debt, thereby making it
a more holistic approach than the SDRM. Simul-
taneously, the resistance against this process is
likely to be even stronger. The literature review
concluded that reforms such as the SDRM have
not been effective, and therefore it seems unlikely
that the conditions for such a regime reform have
changed. Therefore, although this option could
be an effective way to create a structural change
that allows for GSDC, albeit in a narrower scope,
in order to bring about this reform other pro-
cesses, enablers and overcoming of barriers are
likely to be necessary.

Another option for bringing about GSDC is de-
scribed in the results as ‘hegemonic GSDC’. This
refers to the cancellation of Global South external
sovereign debt through an initiative by hegemonic
actors such as the World Bank and IMF. The lit-
erature review analyses what contributed to the
enactment of HIPC, which could be seen as such a
hegemonic GSDC process. The interview results
show that for such a process to occur critical pres-
sure as well as the imposing of conditionalities are
necessary. This aligns with the historical example
of HIPC in which critical pressure from CSOs and
mass mobilisations contributed to its enactment.
This was complemented by other factors such as
the pressure from a group of economists advo-
cating for GSDC; leadership from a smaller bloc
of creditor countries; and change in leadership at
the World Bank. Furthermore, the results also
align in the sense that conditions are likely to be
imposed on Global South countries, because this
was also an important and well contested feature
of the HIPC initiative. Thereby, limiting the pos-
sibility of self-determination under this process.

Lastly, the default of GSGs was discussed in the
interview results in two distinct ways. The first
being an intentional choice to collectively default
in order to assert a position of power in negotiat-
ing GSDC. The second being a result of the wors-
ened debt crisis, where a large number of coun-
tries default on their debts due to the inability to
service their debts. This second option would po-
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tentially lay the ground for the creation of a hege-
monic GSDC initiative. However, the first option
would be distinct in the sense that this choice
has the potential to reconfigure the embedded
power in the world economic order. Notably, this
might lead to retaliation from the Global North
in case of unwillingness to acknowledge the his-
torical and political context of GSDC. The pos-
sibilities for the prevention of and resilience to-
wards retaliation are an interesting route for fu-
ture research. In the literature review, informa-
tion from the book ’Why not default?’ provides a
useful context for this process of bringing about
GSDC [135]. The assumption that Global South
countries facing significant burdens will keep on
servicing their debt, seems to have become the
norm, thereby shifting actions in favour of cred-
itor interests. The process of intentional default
by GSGs, requires the collaboration and coordi-
nation amongst debtor countries and allows them
to assert a powerful position. This process could
allow for self-determination, because the start-
ing point is from the Global South and therefore
GSGs have more agency in guiding this process.

Safeguards and conditions
The most interesting result in relation to safe-
guards for a self-determined and just transition
towards a sustainable economy, is the existence
of different beliefs about conditionalities. Two
similar beliefs found through the interviews were
that in order to allow for self-determination, debt
cancellation should either be completely uncon-
ditional or the Global South should decide upon
the conditions attached to GSDC. For uncon-
ditional debt cancellation, the underlying argu-
ment is that it would be unjust to impose condi-
tionalities on cancelling outstanding debts. Due
to the reasoning that these debts are either il-
legitimate or could be considered illegitimate in
the context of the climate and colonial debts
of the Global North. The option where the
Global South decides could be interpreted in var-
ious ways. This could be a multilateral nego-
tiation amongst Global South countries, or it
could happen on a national level focusing on state
sovereignty, or even creating new spheres of au-

thority at a citizen level to decide upon these
conditions. This could allow for a fair and inclu-
sive process that creates self-determined condi-
tions for GSDC. Contrary to those two beliefs, it
can also be argued that self-determination is not
possible, as creditors will demand conditions in
order to accept GSDC. This indicates that in or-
der to safeguard self-determination, dependence
of the GSDC process on the acceptance of credi-
tors must be limited.

Furthermore, the results also indicated that the
ability to create safeguards for self-determination
and a just transition is dependent on each spe-
cific GSG and to their democracy as well as the
political beliefs of those in power at the govern-
mental level. The imposing of safeguards under
a GSDC initiative is a delicate issue, as these
safeguards could be used as a means to repro-
duce power inequalities, and thereby undermine
the self-determination of the Global South. More-
over, the practical implementation of safeguards
by the Global South, is a complex topic, due to
the procedural dimension of deciding upon how
it can be ensured that created fiscal space is
spent on benefiting the people living in the Global
South, especially those that have felt most of the
impacts by the debt crisis and climate breakdown.

In the literature review, the enactment of HIPC
was also argued to stand in the way of reforming
the SDRR. Thereby the temporary solution that
it provided for some countries with a high debt
burden created a distraction from more structural
reforms. GSDC could in that sense be more of
a necessary starting point in order to allow for
more structural changes in the international eco-
nomic order. This was also reflected in the liter-
ature review on HIPC, where it was argued that
GSDC should be part of a more structural re-
form of the international financial architecture.
To embed GSDC in a broader narrative of re-
forming the international financial architecture,
prevents a depoliticisation of the topic and allows
for the context of climate debts and legacies from
colonialism to be considered when bringing about
GSDC.
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6.2 Limitations of the study
Sampling issues and sample size
In this section the limitations of this thesis are
discussed, starting with the limitations of the
sampling methods and sample size. Thereafter,
limitations in relation to researcher positionality
and three other limitations are discussed. The
section ends with recommendations for future re-
search that could help overcome these limitations.

Firstly, due to the choice of a mix of three non-
probability sampling methods, some collection
bias is introduced in the study. The research uses
a mix of purposive sampling, convenience sam-
pling and snowball sampling as described in the
methodology chapter. These sampling methods
reduce the generalisability of the collected data.
This is due to the fact that these techniques can-
not create a representative sample. The con-
ducted interviews were conducted with a vari-
ety of actors across the SDRR, and therefore do
provide a useful exploration of how GSDC could
be brought about. The conducted interviews
combined with the participation observations did
not span across the full spectrum of relevant ac-
tors that are relevant for bringing about GSDC.
Therefore, this exploratory study should be seen
as a first step towards understanding actors’ per-
ceptions on bringing about GSDC.

Furthermore, a bias exists in who responded to
the requests for interviews. People who held
strong adverse beliefs to the idea of bringing
about GSDC, were often unwilling to partici-
pate in interviews. This could have introduced
a bias towards a more positive understanding
of GSDC, undermining the existing concerns of
bringing about and arguments against GSDC. In-
formal conversations contributed to tapping into
the perspectives of actors who advocate against
GSDC as a policy option, thereby limiting this
procedural bias. Another procedural bias poten-
tially exists in relation to how interviews were
conducted. As interview lengths varied between
20 and 60 minutes, most interviews only had a
very limited amount of time to discuss the four
aspects of GSDC (actors; enablers and barriers;

process; and safeguards). This potentially in-
troduced the bias that results tend to be more
broad rather than specific, and therefore valuable
nuances could potentially have been overlooked.
Since the aims of this study are of an exploratory
character and are not meant to make claims on
drawing strong conclusions, this limitation is kept
in consideration in order to remain considerate of
alternative explanations of the main findings of
this research. Relatedly, actors that were inter-
viewed do not necessarily align with the institu-
tions they work at. Therefore, the results could
be influenced by the individual interview partici-
pants’ views. However, as the interviews aimed to
tap into the knowledge of the individual intervie-
wees that have the experience of working within
a specific institution, these potential differences
in positions are not significantly undermining the
exploratory findings of this study.

Lastly, the sample size of eight interviews com-
plemented with informal conversations is small.
This is a result of the difficulty of finding suitable
interview participants that were willing to be in-
terviewed as well as having the time to partici-
pate. Moreover, per interviewed actor group only
one or two interviews were conducted. Therefore,
it is not possible to draw conclusions on general-
isations of the position of specific actor groups.
Let alone distinguish between positions between
different constituencies within actor groups. For
example, it would have been valuable to be able
to contrast and compare the perspectives of dif-
ferent governmental employees working in differ-
ent Global South countries, in order to find which
countries are more likely to start advocating for
GSDC. The small sample size, which inherently
neglects relevant actors, has likely limited the ex-
tent to which this study produces a pluralistic
account of how GSDC can be brought about. Un-
fortunately time limitations did not allow the re-
searcher to conduct more interviews. However,
the current amount of interviews, complemented
by informal conversations, does provide a useful
starting point to explore bringing about GSDC.
Further research could include a larger sample
size to identify differences amongst actors’ per-
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ceptions of bringing about GSDC. Moreover, the
usage of focus groups could provide an interesting
approach to directly compare different perspec-
tives of individual actors.

Researcher positionality14

Holmes argues that positionality is an integral
part of doing qualitative research [173]. The re-
flexivity tool ‘social identity map’ designed by
Jacobson and Mustafa has proved helpful in re-
flecting on the influence of my positionality on
this research [117]. In many ways, my identity
and worldviews are shaped by my lived experi-
ences. I consider myself to be very privileged,
being a cishet-male, who is both white and mid-
dle class alongside being able-bodied and hav-
ing Dutch citizenship.Through convictions about
climate and ecological breakdown, my world-
views have changed and my commitment to social
change has grown in the recent years. Through-
out this commitment I have learned more about
the intersections of these crises with other crises
such as the unfolding debt Global South debt cri-
sis. Since these crises disproportionately affect
marginalised human beings as well as other-than-
human beings, I have tried to be reflective of my
positionality and be critical of my understanding
of the world situation and the social transforma-
tions that are required.

Moreover, calls for the acknowledgement of the
climate and ecological debt and the cancellation
of Global South debt are originating from the
Global South. Therefore, it is important for me
to remain reflexive in how I relate to these crises
and my role in researching this. Since my lived
experiences prevent me from fully understanding
the injustice and violence that is inherent to the

14This section is written in first person, in contrast to
the other sections of this thesis. This is done because,
writing in first person allows to make it explicit that the
researcher has a specific positionality that influences the
choice of research topic, how the research is conducted as
well as how outcomes might be influenced. Making this
positionality explicit, creates a more accountable form of
research, as it takes away the illusion of objectivity and
gives readers the possibility to understand how the re-
search might have been influenced by the researcher’s po-
sitionality. For more information see [172].

current world order, I aim to be mindful as to
prevent the reproduction of (neo)colonial views.
However, I acknowledge that through the way I
have been socialised as well as the privileges I
have, I am likely to reproduce behaviour, narra-
tives and interpretations that could be oppressive.
Therefore, within this research as well as outside
of it, I try to do the anti-oppression work that I
feel is necessary to contribute towards achieving
social change.

My commitment to social change towards ad-
dressing climate breakdown, as well as the debt
crisis could have had an influence on the choice of
the topic for this research, the scope of the study,
the approaches used, and the interpretation of the
research results as well as which conclusions to
draw from these interpretations. Therefore, be-
fore commencing with the research question of
how GSDC could be brought about, an analy-
sis was done in which debt restructuring, debt
swaps and debt cancellation are compared, which
is provided in Chapter 2. This analysis allowed
for a more nuanced understanding of the context
in which the unfolding Global South debt crisis
and climate breakdown are connected and what
the benefits and downsides are of those three pol-
icy options for addressing these. Thereby, lim-
iting the influence of my preconceived ideas of
which policy option should be used to address
these crises. Moreover, Chapter 2 allowed for
an open communication of why I have chosen to
study if and how GSDC can be brought about.

In order to limit the influence of my relative inex-
perience in the field of sovereign debt, a relatively
open research approach was used, which allowed
me to learn and adapt my research during the
process. This also guided the choice for doing
semi-structured interviews, because this allowed
for tapping into the knowledge and lived experi-
ences of actors that are relevant to bringing about
GSDC. As this academic research has a rather
practical and exploratory character, the relative
contributions to the potential understanding of
campaigners on debt justice is expected to be
rather limited, as this research also draws upon
their understanding through some of the con-
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ducted interviews. However, due to the broad
exploration the relative contribution of this study
lies in the creation of an overview of potential pro-
cesses for GSDC and their respective considera-
tions, as well as an overview of the enablers and
barriers to GSDC. Simultaneously, this research
does complement the research on political econ-
omy aspects related to the SDRR, by providing
a contemporary understanding of a specific in-
tervention that could have a strong effect on the
operation of this regime.

Other limitations
Three other limitations of this study are related
to the specificity of the choice of topic; analysis
on authority, legitimacy and agency of actors that
are relevant to GSDC; and navigating the ten-
sion between what are realistic policy outcomes
and what new realities could be imagined from
the aspiration of transforming the international
financial architecture. Firstly, the choice of focus-
ing on exploring if and how GSDC can be brought
about makes this research concrete and narrows
down the scope of what could be considered rel-
evant for this study. However, looking at GSDC
from the perspective of a case study of change in
the international financial architecture broadens
the horizon of what could be considered relevant
for analysing what could be enabling and blocking
reforms. By limiting the scope of financial system
transformation to the concrete case of GSDC, this
could leave out potential sources that hold rele-
vant information when applied to the context of
GSDC. GSDC is only one approach that could en-
able a self-determined and just transition for the
Global South. Due to time constraints reflections
upon these other approaches fall outside of the
scope of this study. Further research could anal-
yse how other socio-political processes that aim
to change the international economic order could
affect the possibility of bringing about GSDC.

Another potential limitation of this study is re-
lated to navigating the tension between realistic
policy outcomes and the imagination of new re-
alities. Bringing about GSDC is generally seen
by hegemonic actors to be outside of the realm of
possibilities. This creates an inherent dilemma,

because the focus of this study is bringing about
a situation that hegemonic actors are seeing as
unlikely. Moreover, actors that are advocating
for this option, also are cautious to make claims
about how realistic GSDC is, whilst not making
concessions in relation to their conviction of its
necessity. It is hoped that this study contributes
to creating an understanding for these perspec-
tives and exploring the possibility of GSDC as a
viable policy option. Lastly, an analysis of the au-
thority, legitimacy and agency of relevant actors
in bringing about GSDC, could have contributed
to a better understanding of the roles these actors
could play and with what legitimacy they operate.
Due to time limitations, this analysis is suggested
as a recommendation for future research.

This chapter has discussed the interpretations of
the interview results and compared these with the
findings of the literature review. It discussed lim-
itations related to sampling issues and sampling
size, limitations in relation to researcher position-
ality, as well as reflected upon the choice of GSDC
as a research topic and gave some directions for
future research to overcome some of the limita-
tions of this study. In the next chapter this study
is concluded by giving a brief overview of the
study and concluding on what its main findings
are and what the real-world implications of this
study could be.
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7 Conclusion
This research aimed to explore how the climate
breakdown and the unfolding Global South debt
crisis can be addressed simultaneously in a com-
prehensive way. After an initial exploration of
the benefits and downsides of debt restructur-
ing, debt swaps and debt cancellation it was cho-
sen to focus on Global South debt cancellation
(GSDC). Since research on this topic has been
limited, this study explored if and how GSDC can
be brought about. Thereby seeking to answer the
research question: ‘How can ‘external sovereign
debt cancellation of the Global South’ be brought
about, that allows for a self-determined and just
transition towards a sustainable economy?’. This
was done by conducting a literature review on
global governance; the sovereign debt restructur-
ing regime (SDRR); the enactment of the Heavily
Indebted Poor Countries initiative (HIPC); and
the Jubilee 2000 movement, which campaigned
for GSDC. This provided the historical and po-
litical context, which was complemented by con-
ducting eight semi-structured interviews to gain
a contemporary perspective of different actors as
well as an overview of potential routes towards
bringing about GSDC.

Where previous chapters discussed the differ-
ent aspects (actors and roles; arguments; en-
ablers and barriers; process; safeguards) of bring-
ing about GSDC subsequently, this chapter will
synthesise the findings to answer the research
question concisely. This is done by focusing on
the four processes that could potentially lead to
GSDC. These are audit and repudiation; multi-
lateral debt resolution framework (MDRF); hege-
monic GSDC; and Global South governments
(GSGs) default.

7.1 Four processes that could po-
tentially bring about GSDC

Firstly, audit and repudiation refers to the assess-
ment of the legitimacy of debt contracts and the
subsequent repudiation (e.g. refusal of payment)
of illegitimate debts. A sovereign debt audit sup-
ports a process of accountability by creating an

overview of the processes that led to the accu-
mulation of debt for each specific contract. How-
ever, the potential for a large-scale multilateral
initiative of this kind requires further investiga-
tion, as debt audits generally require a country
specific assessment. The threat of repudiation
through the commissioning of a debt audit is a
possible pathway for bringing about GSDC. For
this pathway, self-determination and just transi-
tion depend highly on the specific characteristics
of the debt audit and the potential subsequent
repudiation.

Secondly, the establishment of an MDRF and the
specific characteristics of this framework deter-
mine the potential for allowing a self-determined
and just transition. This framework would in-
clude an insolvency law and court that have the
mandate to decide upon the ability of a debtor to
service its debts. In the past, the creation of an
MDRF has been tried without success. Interests
of creditors in maintaining an ad hoc approach
as well as sovereignty concerns for the creation
of a legal framework that supersedes national ju-
risdictions were barriers to its enactment. The
process of designing an MDRF which is autho-
rised by sovereign states to decide upon debt res-
olution, is likely to be a time consuming process.
Thereby, this approach would likely not reflect
the urgency of addressing the unfolding debt cri-
sis and climate breakdown. Also, if this MDRF
were to be created, this approach would likely not
provide the full cancellation of all Global South
external sovereign debt, as such a framework is
generally aimed at achieving debt sustainability.
However, this approach could be part of broader
transformations of the international financial ar-
chitecture that institutionalises a more equitable
approach to sovereign debt restructurings.

Thirdly, GSDC by hegemonic actors is another
process of bringing about GSDC. Depending on
the scope (e.g. the total amount of debt being el-
igible) of GSDC this approach does not necessar-
ily challenge the power distribution of the SDRR.
Being key actors in this regime, the World Bank
and IMF are two actors that could initiate such
an approach. Approval of the USA and UK is
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important as these two countries constitute the
jurisdictions of over 95 percent of sovereign debt
contracts, which is similar for the creation of an
MDRF. The role of China in such an initiative
would also be important due to its significant
creditor size. An example of a hegemonic GSDC
initiative is HIPC, which started in 1996. This
approach would likely not be possible to allow
for self-determination as creditors would not ac-
cept GSDC without conditionalities. Moreover,
the results indicate that such an initiative would
only be possible when hegemonic actors perceive
there to be an immense crisis. Therefore, this
approach is likely to repeat the problem of ‘too
little, too late’ which has significant impacts for
the adverse impacts of the debt burden. Notably,
climate breakdown combined with the unfolding
Global South debt crisis, does not seem to acti-
vate these actors to this extent.

Lastly, the collaborative default (i.e. refusal to
pay interest and/or repay debt) by GSGs is an-
other approach to bring about GSDC. This al-
lows for the assertion of a powerful position by
GSGs and does provide a potentially faster ap-
proach to addressing the unfolding Global South
debt crisis. This approach of default allows for
GSGs to safeguard their self-determination, be-
cause they could reconfigure the power distribu-
tion in the SDRR through the (threat of) default.
When this call is contextualised with the climate
debt of the Global North and the call for repa-
rations for colonialism, the forced acceptance by
creditors of this default has the potential to start
acknowledging these injustices. A barrier to this
approach is the fear of increased borrowing costs
for GSGs and the subsequent risk of losing access
to financial markets. In order to mitigate this
concern, debtors could be coordinated to foster
alliances of solidarity. The results indicate that
default is likely to be ineffective when done by a
single country, but when sufficient countries par-
ticipate the outcomes could be transformative.

7.2 Recommendations for practi-
tioners and suggestions for fu-
ture research

A general recommendation for practitioners aim-
ing to contribute to bringing about GSDC, is
to embed the call for GSDC in a larger con-
text that promotes the structural change of the
SDRR, or on a larger scale, the world economic
order. This is suggested as to prevent GSDC
to become a single-issue event that decreases the
pressure for more structural reforms. Recommen-
dations for policymakers in Global North govern-
ments (GNGs), GSGs and CSOs are discussed
below. Policymakers in GNGs should identify
which other governments in the Global North
could be more positive towards bringing about
GSDC. This could form the basis for creating an
alliance of GNGs that support the call for GSDC.
Furthermore, debt audits can be commissioned by
creditors for their loans to GSGs (or sub-sovereign
entities), in order to enable potential repudia-
tions.

Similarly, policymakers in GSGs should start co-
operating with other GSGs that would potentially
be willing to demand GSDC. This could form
the basis of an alliance for coordination on a col-
laborative default, which could be accompanied
by a simultaneous debt audit. Moreover, on a
country level, the potential for commissioning a
debt audit could be investigated as to prepare for
such a process. Furthermore, the coordination of
debtors could form a potential platform for de-
signing an MDRF, which could potentially be co-
created with an alliance of GNGs that are more
supportive of GSDC.

Furthermore, civil society organisations and so-
cial movements that are campaigning on debt or
on climate can address their governments. Cam-
paigns in the Global North could advocate GNGs
to cancel Global South debt, whereas Southern
campaigns can encourage GSGs to coordinate a
collaborative default and commissioning a debt
audit. Moreover, these campaigns can learn from
the lessons drawn from the Jubilee 2000 cam-
paign. To overcome the North-South tensions
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that were present in the Jubilee 2000 campaign,
current campaigners can try to foster solidarity by
organising gatherings to come together and build
personal relations of trust and respect, which
help to challenge organisational power structures.
Recognising that the Global South is mostly af-
fected by debt and climate breakdown should
lead to centering their perspectives in these cam-
paigns. Moreover, campaigning methods should
reflect the local context of their campaigns, where
Northern campaigns should be mindful as to not
undermine Southern campaigns whose perspec-
tive should be centred.

The conclusions of this research suggest some po-
tential routes for future research. It would be
interesting to identify which blocs of GSGs could
be formed that would allow for coordination of
a collaborative default. Moreover, this could in-
clude what aspects of such a coordination allow it
to be a strong alliance for pursuing GSDC. Fur-
thermore, a contemporary understanding of effec-
tive frames would be useful to adapt narratives
towards matching local cultural contexts. This
could guide local campaigns to be more effective
in their messaging to mobilise people as well as to
influence policymakers. Lastly, studying the po-
tential for a coordinated Global South debt audit
could be interesting in order to assess the pos-
sibility of using this approach on a multilateral
scale for bringing about GSDC.

7.3 Contribution of the study
This study aimed to explore how GSDC can
be brought about in order to allow for a self-
determined and just transition for the Global
South. This study has provided an exploratory
overview of potential routes that could lead to
GSDC. These potential routes are: audit and
repudiation; creation of an MDRF; hegemonic
GSDC; and collaborative default by GSGs. More-
over, barriers to its realisation as well as poten-
tial possibilities for how these could be overcome,
have contributed to a contemporary understand-
ing that can support policymakers and campaign-
ers in working towards achieving GSDC. More-
over, the study provides a specific contribution to

the literature that discusses the political economy
surrounding the SDRR. The findings of this study
largely align with the literature on the SDRR and
on the enactment of the HIPC initiative. The re-
sults of the study indicate that the conclusions
from these fields that were applied to the con-
text of GSDC align with current perspectives of
relevant actors to GSDC.
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‭Introduction‬

‭1.‬ ‭Check-in‬‭(How are you today?)‬
‭2.‬ ‭Introduce myself‬‭(Name, University, Project)‬
‭3.‬ ‭A short explanation of research:‬

‭- Policy addressing the unfolding GS debt crisis and climate breakdown →‬
‭GSDC‬‭312‬ ‭(actors: in‬‭contrast to restructuring and swaps‬‭no legitimisation,‬‭colonial and climate‬
‭debt‬‭acknowledgement,‬‭power shift‬‭to more equality‬‭GS-GN, large enough measure to be‬
‭significant‬‭)‬
‭- Self-determined and just transition towards a sustainable economy;‬
‭- If and how can it be enacted?‬

‭4.‬ ‭General explanations about the interview‬
‭a.‬ ‭It will be a semi-structured interview of‬‭30 minutes‬‭on 4 aspects of enacting GSDC‬

‭(actors; barriers and enabling conditions; process of enactment, and; safeguards)‬
‭b.‬ ‭Interview data will be anonymised (reduced to type of organisation)‬
‭c.‬ ‭The interview will be recorded for analysis purposes only‬

‭Informed consent form (ICF) [see Appendix B]‬
‭Voluntariness (consent) → recording/anonymisation → [Scan or read the ICF together] → both sign ICF‬

‭0.   Preliminary questions‬
‭a.‬ ‭Do you have any questions before we start with the interview?‬

‭[start recording → start the interview]‬

‭Interview questions‬
‭P-Q‬‭: Pre-question, necessary to understand in order‬‭to ask the next question.‬
‭H-Q‬‭: Hypothetical question based on vision‬
‭XP-Q‬‭: Question based on experience  [potentially switch‬‭to this type of questions in case the‬
‭hypothetical questions are not leading to sufficient response].‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Follow-up question [potentially ask interviewee,‬‭depending on the answer to the previous‬
‭question(s)].‬

‭1.‬ ‭Introductory questions‬
‭a.‬ ‭What organisation do you work for and can you briefly say what your position/role is‬

‭there?‬
‭+‬ ‭F-Q‬‭: For how long? +‬‭F-Q‬‭: Other experience?‬

‭b.‬ ‭What do you do in your work in relation to the topic of Global South debt cancellation?‬
‭+‬ ‭F-Q‬‭: And your organisation?‬

‭c.‬ ‭What do you think about GSDC as a policy option to address the unfolding GS debt crisis‬
‭and climate breakdown?‬
‭If they see it as a bad idea → say why I would like to still ask some questions, because‬
‭climate justice possibilities, and provide ample room for any concerns.‬

‭312‬ ‭NB: when I say “‬‭GSDC‬‭” I will mean “‬‭the cancellation‬‭of‬‭all‬‭Global South external sovereign debt‬‭”.‬
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‭2.‬ ‭Gathering Perspectives on the Main Research Question:‬
‭“How can ‘external sovereign debt cancellation of the Global South’ be enacted, that allows for a‬
‭self-determined and just transition towards a sustainable economy?”‬

‭Research Q’s‬ ‭Interview Questions‬

‭ACTORS‬ ‭1‬‭h‬‭: What‬‭actors‬‭are relevant to the enactment of GSDC?‬

‭What actors are‬
‭relevant to the‬
‭enactment of GS‬
‭debt cancellation‬
‭and what are their‬
‭prospective roles?‬

‭2‬‭h‬‭: What are their prospective‬‭roles‬‭?‬

‭3‬‭h‬‭: How do you see the‬‭role‬‭of [insert name‬‭actor‬‭(group)‬‭(of the‬
‭participant)] in relation to enacting GSDC?‬

‭1‬‭xp‬‭:‬‭What‬‭actors‬‭have been trying to‬‭enable‬‭GSDC in‬‭the‬‭past‬‭?‬
‭2‬‭xp‬‭:‬‭What‬‭actors‬‭have been trying to‬‭block‬‭GSDC in‬‭the‬‭past‬‭?‬
‭3‬‭xp‬‭:‬‭What‬‭actors‬‭do you see as‬‭currently‬‭blocking‬‭or enabling?‬

‭ENABLERS &‬
‭BARRIERS‬

‭1‬‭h‬‭: What do you see as‬‭enabling conditions and barriers‬‭to the‬
‭enactment of GS debt cancellation?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Which circumstances influence the possibility‬‭of GSDC happening‬
‭or not happening?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Have these enabling conditions and barriers changed‬‭over‬‭time?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Which actors have been mainly responsible for‬‭these changes?‬

‭What are enabling‬
‭conditions and‬
‭barriers to the‬
‭enactment of GS‬
‭debt cancellation?‬

‭2‬‭h‬‭: In what ways do you see [insert name‬‭actor (group)‬‭(of the‬
‭participant)]‬‭influencing‬‭the likelihood of enacting‬‭GSDC?‬

‭1‬‭xp‬‭: What have been‬‭enabling conditions‬‭for cancelling‬‭debt in the‬
‭past‬‭?‬‭F-Q‬‭: Are these conditions applicable to the‬‭current situation?‬

‭2‬‭xp‬‭: What have been‬‭barriers‬‭to cancelling debt in‬‭the‬‭past‬‭?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Are these conditions applicable to the current‬‭situation?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Do you see any possibilities for these barriers‬‭to be overcome?‬

‭PROCESS‬ ‭1‬‭h‬‭: What‬‭conditions‬‭do you think the‬‭process‬‭of enacting‬‭GSDC should‬
‭meet to make it possible?‬

‭Through what‬
‭process can GS‬
‭debt cancellation‬
‭be enacted?‬

‭2‬‭h‬‭: If GSDC were to happen, how would you envision‬‭the‬‭ideal process‬
‭towards it‬‭, that is also realistic‬‭?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: What steps need to be taken and by whom?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: What events need to take place?‬

‭3‬‭h‬‭: Are there any‬‭other processes‬‭possible that could‬‭lead to‬‭GSDC‬‭?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: How do these processes differ from your ‘ideal‬‭process?’)‬
‭F-Q‬‭: What are pros and cons of this process?‬

‭1‬‭xp‬‭: Through what‬‭process‬‭, has something similar to‬‭GSDC been‬
‭enacted in the‬‭past‬‭?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: What steps were taken/by whom? +‬‭F-Q‬‭: What events‬‭took place?‬
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‭SAFEGUARDS‬ ‭P-Q‬‭: In this research ‘self-determination’ is used‬‭as a concept where‬
‭countries can sovereignly determine their own policies and‬
‭simultaneously citizens of these countries have a fair say in the‬
‭determination of its policies. Would you‬‭agree‬‭with‬‭this usage?‬
‭P-Q‬‭: In this research ‘a just transition towards a‬‭sustainable economy’ is‬
‭used as a concept where we transition to a life-sustaining economy‬
‭whilst ensuring that no people, workers, places, sectors, countries or‬
‭regions are left behind in the transition. Do you‬‭agree‬‭with this usage?‬
‭1‬‭h‬‭: How do you see the importance of self-determination‬‭and a just‬
‭transition towards a sustainable economy in relation to enacting GSDC?‬

‭How can‬
‭self-determination‬
‭and a just transition‬
‭towards a‬
‭sustainable‬
‭economy be‬
‭safeguarded in the‬
‭debt cancellation?‬

‭2‬‭h‬‭: What can be done to safeguard that the debt cancellation‬‭contributes‬
‭to the‬‭self-determination‬‭of people living in the‬‭GS?‬

‭3‬‭h‬‭: And what can be done to safeguard that the debt‬‭cancellation‬
‭contributes to a‬‭just transition‬‭towards a sustainable‬‭economy?‬

‭F-Q‬‭: How can it be‬‭safeguarded‬‭that the freed up fiscal‬‭space is used in‬
‭the‬‭interest‬‭of the‬‭citizens‬‭of the Global South?‬

‭1‬‭xp‬‭: Which‬‭safeguards‬‭have been implemented in the‬‭past‬‭to make‬
‭sure that freed up fiscal space from debt cancellation was used in the‬
‭interest of countries’ citizens?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Did these safeguards limit the self-determination‬‭of countries?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Could this have been prevented? + (‬‭F-Q‬‭: How?)‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Did these safeguards enable a just transition?‬
‭F-Q‬‭: Could these safeguards be adapted to safeguard‬‭self-determination‬
‭and a just transition for a GSDC now?‬

‭3.‬ ‭Reflective questions/ closing questions afterwards‬
‭These were my questions. My‬‭goal‬‭for this‬‭interview‬‭was to learn about your perspective on if and how‬
‭GSDC can be enacted.‬

‭-‬ ‭Were there any‬‭questions that I did not ask‬‭about‬‭this, which you think are relevant for the‬
‭study?‬

‭-‬ ‭Is there‬‭anything else‬‭you would like to bring up,‬‭or ask about, before we finish the interview?‬
‭⇒ I will send you the‬‭outcomes‬‭of the research when‬‭it is finished‬
‭⇒‬‭THANK YOU‬

‭After the sound recorder is turned off‬
‭-‬ ‭With whom should I drink a‬‭coffee‬‭? (interview)‬
‭-‬ ‭What did you think of the interview? (‬‭feedback‬‭)‬
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‭Information sheet for research project “A self-determined and just transition for the Global‬
‭South through debt cancellation”‬

‭1.‬ ‭Introduction‬
‭You‬ ‭have‬ ‭been‬ ‭invited‬ ‭to‬ ‭take‬ ‭part‬ ‭in‬ ‭the‬ ‭research‬ ‭project‬ ‭“A‬ ‭self-determined‬ ‭and‬ ‭just‬ ‭transition‬ ‭for‬ ‭the‬
‭Global‬‭South‬‭through‬‭debt‬‭cancellation”,‬‭because‬‭you‬‭and/or‬‭your‬‭organisation‬‭has‬‭been‬‭identified‬‭as‬‭a‬‭key‬
‭actor in or expert on the enactment of Global South debt cancellation.‬

‭Participation‬‭in‬‭this‬‭research‬‭project‬‭is‬‭voluntary:‬‭the‬‭decision‬‭to‬‭take‬‭part‬‭is‬‭up‬‭to‬‭you.‬‭Before‬‭you‬‭decide‬‭to‬
‭participate‬ ‭I‬ ‭would‬ ‭like‬ ‭to‬ ‭ask‬ ‭you‬ ‭to‬ ‭read‬ ‭the‬ ‭following‬ ‭information,‬‭so‬‭that‬‭you‬‭know‬‭what‬‭the‬‭research‬
‭project‬ ‭is‬ ‭about,‬ ‭what‬ ‭I‬‭expect‬‭from‬‭you‬‭and‬‭how‬‭I‬‭deal‬‭with‬‭processing‬‭your‬‭personal‬‭data.‬‭Based‬‭on‬‭this‬
‭information‬ ‭you‬ ‭can‬ ‭indicate‬‭via‬‭the‬‭consent‬‭declaration‬‭whether‬‭you‬‭consent‬‭to‬‭take‬‭part‬‭in‬‭this‬‭research‬
‭project and the processing of your personal data.‬

‭You‬ ‭may‬ ‭of‬ ‭course‬ ‭always‬ ‭contact‬ ‭the‬ ‭researcher‬ ‭via‬‭b.boer@student.tue.nl,‬‭if‬‭you‬‭have‬‭any‬‭questions,‬‭or‬
‭you can discuss this information with people you know.‬

‭2.‬ ‭Purpose of the research‬
‭This research project will be managed by Bram Boer, student at TU/e Department of Industrial Engineering &‬
‭Innovation Sciences. The purpose of this research project is to assess if and how 'external sovereign debt‬
‭cancellation of the Global South’ can be enacted, that allows for a self-determined and just transition‬
‭towards a sustainable economy. The research combines a literature study in the field of global governance‬
‭with a historical analysis of previous multilateral debt cancellations as well as a comparative analysis of‬
‭current perspectives from experts on and key actors of Global South debt cancellation.‬

‭3.‬ ‭Controller in the sense of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)‬
‭TU/e is responsible for processing your personal data within the scope of the research. The contact details of‬
‭TU/e are:‬

‭Technische Universiteit Eindhoven‬
‭De Groene Loper 3‬
‭5612 AE Eindhoven‬

‭4.‬ ‭What will taking part in the research project involve?‬
‭You will be taking part in a research project in which information will be gathered by:‬
‭Interviewing you about your perspective on if and how Global South external sovereign debt cancellation can‬
‭be enacted. I will ask questions about actors; barriers and enabling conditions; process of enactment, and;‬
‭safeguards. The interview will be more like a conversation, where I ask questions on the above mentioned‬
‭topics and you give me your perspective on the matter. There are hence no right or wrong answers.  It will‬
‭take about 30 minutes. Your answers will be recorded via audio/video in order to make a transcript of the‬
‭interview.‬

‭For your participation in this research project you will not be compensated.‬

‭5.‬ ‭Potential risks and inconveniences‬
‭Your participation in this research project does not involve any physical, legal or economic risks. You do not‬
‭have to answer questions which you do not wish to answer. Your participation is voluntary. This means that‬
‭you may end your participation at any moment you choose by letting the researcher know this. You do not‬
‭have to explain why you decided to end your participation in the research project.‬
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‭6.‬ ‭Withdrawing your consent and contact details‬
‭Participation in this research project is entirely voluntary. You may end your participation in the research‬
‭project at any moment, or withdraw your consent to using your data for the research, without specifying any‬
‭reason. Ending your participation will have no disadvantageous consequences for you.‬

‭If you decide to end your participation during the research, the data which you already provided up to the‬
‭moment of withdrawal of your consent will be used in the research.‬
‭Do you wish to end the research, or do you have any questions and/or complaints? Then please contact the‬
‭researcher via b.boer@student.tue.nl.‬

‭If you have specific questions about the handling of personal data you can direct these to the data protection‬
‭officer of TU/e by sending a mail to functionarisgegevensbescherming@tue.nl. Furthermore, you have the‬
‭right to file a complaint with the Dutch Data Protection Authority (in Dutch:‬‭Autoriteit Persoonsgegevens‬‭).‬

‭Finally, you have the right to request access, rectification, erasure or adaptation of your data. Submit your‬
‭request via privacy@tue.nl.‬

‭7.‬ ‭Legal ground for processing your personal data‬
‭The legal basis upon which your data is processed is consent.‬

‭8.‬ ‭What personal data is gathered and processed?‬
‭Within the framework of the research project the following personal data is processed:‬

‭Category‬ ‭Personal data‬
‭Contact data‬ ‭Name, e-mail, country of residence‬
‭Job profile‬ ‭Job title, position in organisation, years of experience,‬

‭name and location of employer, previous work experience‬
‭Audio/video‬ ‭Audio/video (voice) recordings and its transcripts‬

‭Within the framework of the research project your personal data will be shared with:‬
‭●‬ ‭Storage solution: SURFdrive‬
‭●‬ ‭Transcription tool: nVivo‬

‭9.‬ ‭Confidentiality of data‬
‭I will do everything I can to protect your privacy as best as possible. The research results that will be‬
‭published will not in any way contain confidential information or personal data from or about you through‬
‭which anyone can recognize you.‬

‭The personal data that were gathered via interviews within the framework of this research project, will be‬
‭stored on storage facilities that are supported by the ICT service of TU/e. All documents relating to interview‬
‭data (for example transcriptions, audio/video files and analysis documents) will be destroyed after‬
‭completion of the thesis. Audio/video recordings will be destroyed directly after transcription (within 3‬
‭months after the interview). The transcripts will be deleted after the thesis is handed in, this will be before‬
‭July 2024. The research data will, if necessary (e.g. for a check on scientific integrity) and only in anonymous‬
‭form be made available to persons outside the research group.‬

‭This research project was assessed and approved on July 10th 2023 by the ethical review committee of‬
‭Eindhoven University of Technology.‬

‭*** Scroll down for the consent form ***‬
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‭Consent form for participation in research‬

‭By signing this consent form I acknowledge the following:‬

‭1.‬ ‭I am sufficiently informed about the research project through a separate information sheet. I have‬
‭read the information sheet and have had the opportunity to ask questions. These questions have‬
‭been answered satisfactorily.‬

‭2.‬ ‭I take part in this research project voluntarily. There is no explicit or implicit pressure for me to take‬
‭part in this research project. It is clear to me that I can end participation in this research project at‬
‭any moment, without giving any reason. I do not have to answer a question if I do not wish to do so.‬

‭Furthermore, I consent to the following parts of the research project:‬

‭3.‬ ‭I consent to processing my personal data gathered during the research in the way described in the‬
‭information sheet.‬

‭YES‬‭☐‬ ‭NO‬‭☐‬

‭4.‬ ‭I consent to making audio/video recordings during the interview and to processing my answers into a‬
‭transcript.‬

‭YES‬‭☐‬ ‭NO‬‭☐‬

‭5.‬ ‭I consent to using my answers for quotes in the research publications – without my name being‬
‭published in these.‬

‭YES‬‭☐‬ ‭NO‬‭☐‬

‭Name of participant:‬

‭Signature:‬

‭Date:‬

‭Name of researcher:‬

‭Signature:‬

‭Date:‬
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