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Public Debt Crisis in the Global
South: A Call for Urgent Action
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Abstract: The Global South is facing a deepening debt crisis that threatens
sustainable development and global economic stability. Between 2010 and 2024,
public debt in the region surged from USD 8.6 trillion to USD 32.2 trillion,
growing nearly fourfold and outpacing GDP growth, which increased only 1.8
times. As a result, the public debt-to-GDP ratio doubled to 76.2 per cent, driven
by high borrowing costs, sluggish economic performance, and shocks such as the
COVID-19 pandemic. By 2023, the Global South accounted for 45 per cent of
global GDP but carried 31.6 per cent of global public debt, with external debt
tripling to USD 3.45 trillion and per capita debt reaching USD 166,762. Mounting
interest payments - amounting to USD 921 billion and consuming 14.29 per cent
of government revenue - are diverting resources from critical areas like health,
education, and infrastructure, affecting 3.3 billion people. The financing gap for
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has widened to over USD 4 trillion,
exacerbated by a 7.1 per cent decline in Official Development Assistance (ODA) in
2024, and a sharp drop in debt-related ODA. While initiatives like the G20’s Debt
Service Suspension Initiative and Common Framework offered limited support,
urgent reforms are needed. Expanding debt relief to middle-income countries,
increasing ODA grants, and strengthening debt management are one of the

possible ways to avert stagnation and support long-term development.
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1. Introduction

n 2023, the global economy was valued

at approximately USD 93.52 trillion

(based on constant 2015 prices), with
the Global South contributing 45 per cent
of this total-equivalent to USD 42.27
trillion across 148 countries (UNCTAD,
2024). Despite this substantial economic
contribution, the Global South faces
a growing debt crisis amid a volatile
macroeconomic environment. The global
debt stock reached USD 102 trillion in
2023, surpassing the size of the global
economy and raising serious concerns
about sustainability (UN, 2024). For

many low-income countries and frontier

" Assistant Professor, RIS. Views are personal.

markets, the cost of servicing this debt
is draining critical public resources. The
number of countries in which interest
payments accounted for 10 per cent or
more of public revenues increased from
29 in 2010 to 54 in 2023, reflecting a
sharp rise in fiscal pressures (UN, 2024).
This financial burden has profound social
consequences, with at least 3.3 billion
people now living in countries where
governments spend more on interest
payments than on essential services like
health and education (UN, 2024). Studies
conducted by the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank
indicate that 42 out of 66 developing
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countries would exceed external debt
solvency thresholds within the next five
years if they attempted to secure the
external financing needed to meet the
goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and the Paris Agreement
(IMF & World Bank, 2024). Another
study found that in 92 out of 120 low -
and middle-income countries (LMICs),
the external public debt service costs
projected for 2024 would exceed the
investment required to achieve the non-
climate-related Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) (UNCTAD, 2024).
Between 2010 and 2022, the external
debt stock for 118 LMICs (excluding
China) more than doubled in nominal
terms, increasing from USD 1.5 trillion
to USD 3.1 trillion (World Bank,
2023). This surge in borrowing has not
been matched by equivalent increases
in economic productivity or domestic
fiscal capacity, resulting in mounting
fiscal stress. One of the most pernicious
aspects of the crisis is the crowding -
out effect, whereby governments are
forced to divert public funds away
from critical social investments to meet
debt repayment obligations. From
2010 to 2023, interest payments in
developing countries increased by 73
per cent, while spending on health
and education rose by only 58 per cent
and 38 per cent, respectively (OECD
& World Bank, 2024). This skewed
allocation of public spending weakens
long-term development prospects and
contributes to ongoing cycles of fragility
and underdevelopment. Moreover,
analysis of World Bank and OECD
figures suggests that in 2024, countries

in the Global South are likely to pay out
USD 50 billion more in debt service than
they will receive in grants and loans -
representing a net financial outflow that
severely limits their ability to invest in
sustainable growth (OECD & World
Bank, 2024).

2. Explosive Growth in Debt

Burden

Figure 1 illustrates the trends in public
debt across the Global South and Global
North from 2010 to 2024. During this
period, the public debt in the Global
South increased significantly - from USD
8.6 trillion in 2010 to USD 32.2 trillion
in 2024 - representing nearly a fourfold
rise. In contrast, the Global North’s
public debt grew from USD 42.3 trillion
to USD 69.6 trillion, an increase of about
1.6 times. Notably, the total global public
debt doubled, rising from USD 50.9
trillion to USD 101.8 trillion during the
same period. This means that while the
world’s debt expanded substantially, the
burden grew disproportionately for the
Global South. Additionally, the share of
the Global South in global public debt
rose from 16.8 per cent in 2010 to 31.6
per cent in 2024, whereas the Global
North’s share declined from 83.2 per cent
to 68.4 per cent.

This change highlights two major
concerns. First, public debt in the Global
South grew at a significantly faster rate
- nearly 3.7 times - compared to the 1.6
- fold increase seen in the Global North.
Second, despite this rapid increase in
debt, the GDP of the Global South only
grew about 1.8 times during the same

period. This growing gap between debt
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accumulation and economic output raises
serious concerns about the sustainability
of debt in many developing countries.

This trend (see Figure 1) is
particularly concerning as many Global
South economies continue to struggle
with the aftermath of the COVID-19
pandemic and face heightened risks
from ongoing geopolitical tensions
and external economic shocks. The
combination of rising debt levels and
relatively slower economic growth makes
these economies more vulnerable to fiscal
instability, currency fluctuations, and
reduced access to affordable financing.
Overall, the data in Figure 1 underscores
a critical global economic imbalance:
while public debt has doubled worldwide,
the Global South is shouldering a
growing share of the burden - raising
urgent questions about fiscal resilience
and the need for international support
and debt management reforms.

3. Public Debt as a Percentage
of GDP of Global South

The evolution of public debt in the
Global South reveals a concerning

upward trend. Between 2010 and 2024,

the average public debt-to-GDP ratio in
developing countries more than doubled
- from 36.8 per cent to 76.2 per cent.
This sharp increase indicates that public
debt has grown significantly faster than
the economies themselves in over half of
these countries. The most pronounced
surges occurred after 2018, reflecting
growing fiscal pressures.

This trend is driven by a combination
of weak economic growth - further
suppressed by heightened uncertainty and
geopolitical tensions - and persistently
high borrowing costs. These factors
have undermined fiscal stability across
much of the Global South, exacerbating
debt vulnerabilities and raising serious
concerns about the sustainability of
public finances in the coming years

(UNCTAD 2025).

4. Heavily Indebted Countries
in the Global South

As shown in the figures, Figures 1 and 2
illustrate key aspects of public debt trends
in the Global South. Figure 1 presents
the share of Global South countries in
total global public debt, while Figure
2 shows public debt as a percentage

Figure 2: Public Debt as a Share of GDP (%), Global South
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of GDP for these countries. Together,
these figures highlight the growing debt
burden across developing economies.
According to Figure 3, the debt burden
is highly concentrated within a few
major economies in the Global South.
China alone accounts for 51.4 per cent
of the Global South’s total public debt,
with approximately USD 16.56 trillion
in 2023. Other major contributors to the
Global South’s debt include India, Brazil,
Mexico, Indonesia, Argentina, Egypt,
and Turkey. These countries collectively

represent a significant portion of the debt
profile of the Global South and underline
the increasing fiscal pressures faced by
many emerging economies (see Figure 3).

The data in Table 1 reveals a
concerning yet nuanced picture of the
debt dynamics in the Global South over
the period 2010-2023. Key indicators
- ranging from external public debt as
a share of GDP to per capita interest
payments - show a persistent and growing
dependence on debt to sustain public
expenditure and economic functions.

Figure 3: Top-30 Countries of Global South High Public Debt in 2023
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This trend, while partly driven by
economic development needs, has also
led to increasing financial vulnerabilities.

5. Rising External Public Debt

Burden
From 2010 to 2023, external public debt

as a share of GDP rose significantly

from 26.29 per cent to 35.57 per cent.
Although there was a peak during the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 (41.54
per cent), the ratio has slightly declined
but remains elevated compared to pre-
2015 levels. Similarly, the total external
public debt in absolute terms has nearly
tripled from USD1.38 trillion in 2010 to
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USD3.45 trillion in 2023. This increase
highlights both the growing financial
needs of developing countries and their
increased exposure to foreign creditors
and currency fluctuations.

6. Per Capita Debt Escalation
The per capita external public debt
has also seen a sharp rise - from USD
80,852.46 in 2010 to USD 166,762.83
in 2023 - more than doubling over the
period. Public debt per capita overall
(including domestic debt) followed an
even steeper trajectory, jumping from
USD 385,014.55 to USD 807,783.87.
This illustrates a widening debt burden
on the average citizen, which may
translate to reduced fiscal space for social
spending or increased taxation in the
long term.

7. Government Spending vs.
Interest Obligations in Global
South

While government expenditure as a
share of GDP remained relatively stable
(around 43-44 per cent), the share of
interest payments on public debt as a
portion of GDP increased from 1.84 per
cent in 2010 to 2.76 per cent in 2023.
More strikingly, interest payments as a
share of government revenue rose from
9.23 per cent to 14.29 per cent, suggesting
that a growing portion of public income
is being diverted to debt servicing instead
of development priorities like health,
education, or infrastructure.
Additionally, the ratio of public
interest payments to government
expenditure increased from 7.58 per

cent in 2010 to 11.32 per cent in
2023, signaling rising fiscal pressures.
This underscores a concerning trend:
governments in the Global South are
spending an increasing share of their
budgets just to meet interest obligations.

The escalating debt crisis in the
Global South, where the share of global
debt has nearly doubled from 2010
to 2024, it grows per year by 9.93 per
cent between 2010 to 2024, poses a
severe threat to economic growth and
sustainable development. During this
period (2010-2024), while the GDP
of developing countries grew 1.8 times,
public debt surged fourfold, with net
interest payments reaching US$921
billion in 2023 - a 10 per cent increase
from the previous year (UNCTAD,
2025). This mounting debt burden, with
38 per cent of developing countries -
many in Africa - allocating over 10 per
cent of government revenues to interest
payments, diverts critical resources
from essential sectors like education
and health, affecting 3.3 billion people
globally. Compounding this crisis,
official development assistance (ODA)
has significantly declined, dropping by
7.1 per cent in 2024, with debt-related
ODA plummeting from 7.2 per cent
in 2010 to just 0.2 per cent in 2023.!
The financing gap for achieving the
Sustainable Development Goals has
widened from $2.5 trillion in 2014 to
over $4 trillion in 2024, underscoring the
urgent need for reform.?

To address this crisis, coordinated
global action is imperative. The G20’s
Debt Service Suspension Initiative

(DSSI), which suspended USD 12.9
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billion in debt payments from May
2020 to December 2021, provided
temporary relief, but only four countries
- Chad, Ethiopia, Ghana, and Zambia
- have pursued restructuring under the
G20’s Common Framework for Debt
Treatments. The Common Framework
must be strengthened and expanded to
include all middle-income countries,?
ensuring broader access to debt relief and
restructuring mechanisms. Additionally,
increasing the share of ODA grants,
which fell to 63 per cent of total ODA
in 2022, is critical to providing low-
cost financing. Policymakers should
prioritize coordinated strategies for
debt financing, relief, restructuring, and
sound debt management to alleviate
fiscal pressures and support long-term
resilience.* Without a significant scale-
up in financing and policy reform, the
Global South risks further economic
stagnation and setbacks in achieving
sustainable development.

Endnotes

1 https://unctad.org/news/development-

aid-hits-record-high-falls-developing-
countries
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/
reportconfronting_the_debt_crisis_11_
actions.pdf
https://www.un.org/
sustainabledevelopment/wp-content/
uploads/2025/06/Confronting-the-Debt-
Crisis_11-Actions_Report.pdf

https://financing.desa.un.org/sites/
default/files/ffd4-documents/2025/
Compromiso%20de%20Sevilla%20
for%20action%2016%20]une.pdf
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Call for Contributions

We invite contributions from interested readers on issues related to development
cooperation in general and South-South Cooperation in particular. Contributions
may also capture theory, practice and associated debates on development cooperation.
Reviews of latest publications - books, monographs, reports - are also welcome. Any
institutional upcoming events on development cooperation may also be captured in
DCR. The contributions should be restricted to not more than 1500 words.

For editorial information, contributions, feedback and comments: mail to

editordcr@gdcin.org

Guidelines for Contributors

1. DCR is a refereed multi-disciplinary international journal. Manuscripts can
be sent, as email attachment, in MS-Word to the Managing Editor (milindo.
chakrabarti@ris.org.in).

2. Manuscripts should be prepared using double spacing. The text of manuscripts
should not ordinarily exceed 1500 words. Manuscripts sent for peer review section
may be limited to 5000 words. Such submissions should contain a 200-word abstract,
and key words up to six.

3. Use s in “-ise’ -isation’ words; e.g., ‘civilise’, ‘organisation’. Use British spellings
rather than American spellings. Thus, ‘labour’ not ‘labor’. (2 per cent, 3 km, 36 years
old, etc.). In general descriptions, numbers below 10 should be spelt out in words.
Use thousands, millions, billions, not lakh and crore. Use fuller forms for numbers
and dates— for example 1980-88, pp. 200-202 and pp. 178-84, for example, ‘the
eighties’, ‘the twentieth century’, etc.

Reference Style: References should be appended at the end of the paper. References
must be in double space, and same author(s) should be cited, and then arranged
chronologically by year of publication.

All references should be embedded in the text in the APA style. For details, please refer
to Course and Subject Guides: https://pitt.libguides.com/c.php?g=12108&p=64730

Invitation to Join our Mailing List

If the reader wishes to be added in our mailing list in order to receive the soft version
of Development Cooperation Review, kindly send in details along with organisational

affiliations to RIS at email : dgoffice@ris.org.in. Also specify if hard copy is desired.
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About Development Cooperation Review

Development Cooperation Review (DCR) aspires to capture holistic narrative around global
development cooperation and fill an important knowledge gap towards theorisation, empirical
verification and documentation of Southern-led development cooperation processes. Despite growing
volumes of development partnerships around the Southern world, there remains an absence of detailed
information, analysis and its contribution to global development processes. Even though there have
been sporadic efforts in documenting some of the activities, a continuous effort in chronicling the

diverse experiences in South-South Cooperation (SSC) is still absent. RIS, in joint publication with
GDL FIDC and NeST has endeavoured to launch DCR, a quarterly periodical, to fill this gap.

About Research and Information System for Developing Countries (RIS)

RIS is a New Delhi—based autonomous policy research institute envisioned as a forum for fostering
effective policy dialogue and capacity-building among developing countries on global and regional
economic issues. The focus of the work programme of RIS is to promote South-South Cooperation

and collaborate with developing countries in multilateral negotiations in various forums. W@

RIS_NewDelhi

About Global Development Centre (GDC)

Established at RIS, the Global Development Centre (GDC) aims to institutionalise knowledge on
India’s development initiatives and promote their replication as part of knowledge sharing in Asia and
Africa with the help of its institutional partners, including civil society organisations. It attempts to
explore and articulate global development processes within a micro framework and works as a unique
platform to collate and assimilate learning processes of other countries towards promotion of equity,

sustainability and inclusively based on multi-disciplinary and multi-functional approach.

About Network of Southern Think Tanks (NeST)

Knowledge generated endogenously among the Southern partners can help in consolidation of stronger
common issues at different global policy fora. Consequent to the consensus reached on many of these
issues at the High-Level Conference of Southern Providers in Delhi (March 2013) and establishment
of the subsequent Core Group on the SSC within the UNDCEF (June 2013), the Network of Southern
Think-Tanks (NeST) was formally launched at the Conference on the South-South Cooperation, held
at New Delhi during 10-11 March 2016. The purpose of the NeST is to provide a global platform
for Southern Think-Tanks for collaboratively generating, systematising, consolidating and sharing

knowledge on SSC approaches for international development. Yff @NeST_SSC

About Forum for Indian Development Cooperation (FIDC)
FIDC aims to encourage detailed analysis of broad trends in South-South cooperation and
contextualise Indian policies by facilitating discussions across various subject streams and stakeholders

based on theoretical and empirical analysis, field work, perception surveys and capacity building needs.

W@FIDC_NewDelhi
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