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Bosnia Herzegovina after the referendum in the Republika srpska 

 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has recently returned to the attention of political analysts and 

commentators for the referendum held in September in the Republika Srpska, one of the two 

territorial entities in which is divided the country after the 1995 Dayton peace accord that ended the 

conflict. The majority of comments and analyses asserted a dangerous increase of instability and a 

serious nationalist spin in the country, often described on the brink of a new conflict. The severity 

of the situation would be related to the fact that a secession of the Bosnian Serb entity would occur 

with Moscow’s support and would fit into the broader conflict between Russia and the West that is 

currently taking place with proxy elements in Syria and Ukraine. The Balkan geopolitical scenario 

will extend the area of crisis between US, Europe and Russia.   

But is the situation in the Balkans really so worrying? What significance should we attribute to the 

new referendum promoted by Republika Srpska president Dodik and overwhelming voted by the 

Bosnian Serbs? What other problems can endanger the stability in the most fragile and dangerous 

country in the Western Balkans? Has Moscow a real interest and intention of blowing on the ashes 

of the frozen Balkan conflicts? In order to provide some answers to these questions, it is necessary 

to break down the problem into its basic components, old and new. 

 

The referendum on the State holiday in the Republika Srpska 

The dreaded Bosnian Serb referendum, that shakes the Dayton balances and Europe, had a rather 

trivial question printed on the election card. Voters have been asked to confirm the date of the 

Republika Srpska national holiday for the day of January 9, the day of Julian calendar (26 

December according to the Gregorian one) in which the feast of St. Stephen is celebrated, a 

Christian martyr and patron saint of the Serbian nation, strongly connected with the Serbian 

national identity and nationalism. For the Serbs of Bosnia the day of St. Stephen is not only the 

national patron saint, but it overlaps also with the day of the proclamation of the Republika Srpska 

(RS) in 1992 and, since then, it is celebrated as the Feast of the Republic of Serbia in the Serbian 

entity of the country. But how is it possible that twenty years after the Day of St. Stephen is 

celebrated on January 9th as Republic Day in the RS, the institutions of the country are polarised 

over a referendum on the legitimacy of such holiday?  

It should first be explained that the referendum of September 2016 doesn’t come out of the blue, 

but it is the further stage of a dispute that has lasted for over 10 years on State symbols and 

national identities of the two entities of Bosnia Herzegovina, used and politicized by the most 

nationalist segments of Serbs and Bosniaks. The last referendum crisis in Bosnia Herzegovina is 

also part of a long trail of plebiscite with a strong nationalist character announced by the RS 

authorities and then cancelled at the last moment, that have become a consolidated way to make 

ethno-politics and build international relations at entity level in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Not long 

before the State Holiday Referendum took place, two other attempts to introduce plebiscite against 

Dayton Treaty in the Republika Srpska occurred. A referendum intended to challenge the authority 

of Dayton’s State Court of Bosnia Herzegovina on the Serbian entity, scheduled for November 15 

2015, was subsequently frozen after international pressure, but it could be revived at any time. 

Only few months earlier, President Dodik party voted a resolution resuming the old project for a 

referendum on the full secession of RS from Sarajevo, scheduling it for 2018.  

The Referendum on RS State Holidays, therefore, should be framed in between these two 

attempts: to abolish the Dayton constitutional order and to promote a full secession from Bosnia 

Herzegovina. 
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It is in this context of severe instability that the dispute on state symbols of the Serbian 

constitutional entity of Bosnia Herzegovina must be framed. This umpteenth institutional crisis - 

which brings to mind the one between Greece and Macedonia on the name of the country - it is 

part of the in fight between the post-Dayton Bosnian institutions that has affected the country for 

the last 20 years. The conflict over the Republika Srpska State symbols (hymn, coat of arms, flag, 

national day) formally erupted in 2004 when the then president of BiH, the deceased Sulejman 

Tihić - successor of Alja Itzebegovic - filed an application (U-4/04) to the Constitutional Court of 

Bosnia against two laws of Republika Srpska introduced at the time when the Republika Srpska 

still had neither an international nor a constitutional subjectivity: the law that defines the anthem, 

flag and coat of arms and the one that fixes the national holiday for the day January 9th. The 

Constitutional Court (which in Bosnia is a sui generis structure, created by the Dayton Peace 

Accords with a share of international judges) gave its verdict in 2006 against the law in force in the 

Serbian entity. The RS authorities tried to delay the application of the sentence and finally, 

conformed its laws on coat of arms and anthem to the constitutional rulings. Nevertheless, in 2007, 

RS promulgated a new law that sets again the entity national holiday with the Orthodox religious 

holiday of S. Stephen, and indirectly with the anniversary of the proclamation of the Republika 

Srpska in 1992.   

In the years following the dissolution of the Union of Serbia - Montenegro (2006), and especially 

following the unilateral declaration of independence of Kosovo (2008), the leader of the main 

Bosnian Serb party, Mr. Dodik, has followed a strategy of stop-and-go toward secession from 

Bosnia Herzegovina, with the net result of getting closer to the red line of a point of no return. In 

2011, after many postponed announcements, the RS Government planned the first referendum on 

secession from Sarajevo, which, however, was finally frozen due to a strong diplomatic pressure 

from the European Union.   

The calm was not supposed to last for long. Two years after the aborted referendum, another 

Bosniak member of the Bosnian Presidency - this time Bakir Izetbegovic, son of Alija, founder of 

the Bosnia and Herzegovina – brought again the matter of the State Holiday of RS before the 

Constitutional Court (U-3/13) accusing the Serbian entity of failing to adhere to the provision of the 

Constitutional Court, which had ruled for the unconstitutionality of the Serbian national holiday. The 

Court appeared to be in difficulty, because the issue surpassed the strict legal dimension of the 

problem, becoming a new confrontation of opposite nationalisms, a dangerous situation in the 

country overheated domestic political climate. An opinion was required an opinion to the Venice 

Commission of the Council of Europe, the main international organization for the defence of human 

rights, which issued its report in October 2013. Supported by that opinion, the Constitutional Court 

of BIH gave its verdict of unconstitutionality on the National Holiday of the Republika Srpska for the 

9th January.  

This is the political framework that brought the President of the Republika Srpska Dodik to call for a 

new referendum that has been declared unconstitutional by the Office of the High Representative 

and whose object is to give popular support to a decision that has been already declared 

unconstitutional by the Constitutional Court already in 2006. The goal of Dodik, was not just to try 

to give a new basis of legitimacy for the date of the Republic National Holiday, but mostly, to create 

a conflict between two different forms of sovereignty, that are both present in the Dayton complex 

architecture: the sovereignty that derives from the ethnic legitimacy and the one derived by the 

institutions created by the international community, mostly represented by the Constitutional court.  

Despite the participation in the referendum was relatively low, a little over 50%, almost all of the 

voters choose to vote "yes" to maintain the RS National Holiday for 9th January. With the victory - 

that was at the same time obvious and unnecessary from a legal point of view – the president of 

Republika Srpska was able to strengthen its internal positions on pure ethnical-political grounds, as 
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it was demonstrated by the results of local elections on 2 October. In addition to this, he re-

launched its international standing, as demonstrated by the support continuously received by Putin, 

who received him in Moscow a week before the vote. Peculiar was the position of Belgrade that 

maintained a neutral stance without openly supporting the referendum, a position needed to 

balance its leverage on Banja Luka with disappointing neither the European Union nor Moscow. It 

may be a first sign of a future potential political rift between Serbia and Republika Srpska. Another 

consideration on this referendum should address the role of the international community who lost 

an important occasion of crisis management and reduction of conflictuality, since a significant part 

of the pro Dayton international community confirmed its non neutral stance in the institutional 

quarrel, raising the tone of the internal debate (for example the Peace Implementation Council and 

the High Representative for Bosnia OHR, the Austrian Inzko, denounced the anti-Dayton character 

of the referendum arguing that it was a threat to peace and stability in the country and the region.  

If this may be true, the difficult situation of the country (what in the Venice Commission opinion is 

called the special nature of the Bosnian situation) and the broader complex regional geopolitical 

momentum, should have probably pushed for a more cautious and balanced approach, working 

under the surface to reduce the tone of the debate without contributing to the opposite rhetoric of 

opposite and divisive nationalisms. The Bosnian constitution, for example, from the point of view of 

its efficiency it is probably the most complex and dysfunctional of the world, but it has got, 

undoubtedly, several conciliation mechanisms needed to promote a negotiated settlement of 

institutional disputes, without arriving to the paradoxes of declaring unconstitutional the patron 

saint of the second nationality of the country.  

 

Is it really possible secession of Republika Srpska from Bosnia and Herzegovina? 

If there may have been a poor conflict prevention on behalf of the international community in the 

Bosnian case in the last few years, the issue of a possible secession of Bosnia mostly driven by 

Serbian Bosnian nationalism (to be distinguished from Serbia nationalism) remains one of the most 

relevant security concern in the region, probably more relevant than the frozen conflict in Kosovo. It 

is anyway the author's opinion that the possibility of a secession of the RS from BiH, a concrete 

outcome existing at least since 2008, it remains extremely low even in the light of the new tensions 

of 2016. While acknowledging the existence of a strong desire of important segments of the Serb 

population of the country to abandon the common state formed after the war resulting on an 

intense pressure to break the architecture of Dayton, we believe that none of the possible paths 

toward secession is realistically feasible and everyone would ultimately worsen the geopolitical 

position of the Bosnian Serbs and probably of Serbia itself. The relevance of the theme, however, 

obliges us to a review of the main possible scenarios of an eventual secession of Republika 

Srpska from Bosnia Herzegovina. Before having a closer look to the main possible secession 

scenarios it should be remembered that a revisionist approach toward the Dayton structure is not 

only a peculiarity of the Serbian nationalism but is somehow shared by the two other main 

nationalities, Bosniaks and Croats. If the revisionist posture of the RS Serbs goes toward severing 

the few limitation in the entity statehood from the central government and the international 

governance, the Bosniak nationalists revisionism aims at cancelling the entities’ autonomy, 

establishing a majority rule democracy without veto powers for the minority nationalities. This trend 

may become stronger after the results of the last Bosnian census registered that the Muslim 

population rose to 50% of total. 

Since a possible drive toward secession of Republika Srpska is the most advanced and the most 

powerful attempt to cancel the Dayton settlement, it is worth investigating how such a scenario – 

that we still don’t foresee has an incumbent one – may anyway take place, and which paths could 

it follow.  
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Among the several models available, such as the one of Catalonia, Scotland, Northern Cyprus or 

Crimea the Kosovo case appears to be the most likely model for an eventual secession of the 

Republika Srpska from Bosnia Herzegovina. 

   

Would a Kosovo model scenario fit for RS?  

This is basically a scenario of a unilateral declaration of secession, followed by a boycott of the 

common institutions and the creation of an autonomous State that will attempt to gain international 

recognition, but it will fail to reach a similar level of state recognition and it will achieve a situation 

similar of that of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus. It is no secret that president Dodik has 

accentuated its pro secession line after the declaration of independence of Kosovo, and 

particularly after the ruling of the International Court of Justice in 2010 on the legality of the 

unilateral declaration of independence of Pristina and its compatibility with international law. The 

ruling, while avoiding going into the direct issue of secession, has nevertheless reaffirmed an 

important principle, namely the fact that international law places no absolute prohibition of 

secession, even when it happens unilaterally. The Court delivered a message that was somehow 

welcome to the ears of Serbian Bosnian nationalists: it is always possible, even in the case of a 

non-consensual secession from a State, to achieve a fully recognised statehood, as it happened in 

the case of the secession of Bangladesh from Pakistan and, moreover, secession is not illegal per 

se. The problem for the Serbs remains that the result of what you become after the secession, 

even if it is not illegal, it is not guaranteed. You may become Bangladesh or you may remain 

trapped in a situation like Transnistria. Bangladesh has become a state fully sovereign which 

earned a seat at the United Nations - a unique case for a non-consensual secession - only after it 

has been recognized by Pakistan, and thus after the State from which it has departed accepted the 

new solution. In fact - we could say fortunately, from the point of view of international security and 

stability - international law remains a highly conservative system. Linking the independence of 

Republika Srpska to the case of Kosovo, however, is a dangerous path for the Bosnian Serbs. 

Kosovo style secession can be of some sense for the Republika Srpska from a purely legal point of 

view, but not that much from a political point of view. A path similar the one of Pristina will bring the 

dilemma to Belgrade that recognising the secession of Banja Luka from Sarajevo equals to a 

recognition of the secession of Pristina from Belgrade. Ironically, this could possibly be the real 

strategy of the Serbs that, I certain point in the future, they will outing such a comparison: "given 

the fact that sooner or later we will be forced to recognize an independent Kosovo in order to 

advance our EU admission, we will do it if it will result in a parallel possibility of recognizing the 

independence of the Bosnian Serbs as a separate statehood".  

The present international environment doesn’t seem conducive of such a geopolitical barter, nor 

Serbia appears to be in the position of dictating these conditions to the international community. 

Nor it is foreseeable a diplomatic conference in which the regional powers will decide to redraw the 

borders of the region on order to solve the pending and unresolved issues. A scenario of a 

unilateral secession of Republika Srpska would see very few states in the region willing to 

recognize a second Serbian state in the Balkans. There are strong doubts that Belgrade is 

prepared to do it, since the creation of a second Serb statehood in the region may become a 

challenge to the legitimacy of the Serbian Republic. Finally, our assessment is that even Moscow, 

which many believe can inspire such secession, considers unhelpful to its regional and global 

geopolitical interest such a move. It wouldn’t be wise for Moscow to put its international weight for 

a secession that, at best, could achieve less than a dozen international recognitions. It is therefore 

more likely that what the search of a Kosovo scenario, will instead lead to a Transnistria or 

Abkhazia scenario. In such a case, the Republika Srpska will shift from a present situation where it 

enjoys almost total autonomy, within an internationally recognized and EU candidate State, to the 
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status of  “ghost state", hardly recognized internationally and with one or more frozen conflict 

opened with neighbouring states. It would be hard to understand why the present leadership of the 

Bosnia Serb, at the climax of its power and internal consensus, should decide to throw her and the 

country into such a geopolitical abyss.  
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ISIS is defeated in Sirte, but Libya remains unstable 

 
On the 9th of September, after a long and intense battle, the Libyan city of Sirte has been liberated, 

with the collapse of the last stronghold of the jihadist forces emerged with the fragmentation of 

Ansar al Sharia and reconstituted in a local - dubious - offshoot of the Islamic State. 

The great part of the war effort to control the city has been sustained by the militias of the city of 

Misrata, who fought for a few weeks a tough inch by inch battle, which has provoked a large 

number of victims on both sides. 

The Misrata forces were complemented on the ground by some military units of the central 

government in Tripoli, in an effort to preserve the credibility of the internationally recognized 

government and present the victory over the jihadi militias as the success of a government-led 

coalition. 

Most of the operational effort was however supported by the militias of Misrata, which has suffered 

high losses, to be evaluated in the order of 500 casualties among the attacking forces. 

Both the air raids conducted by the United States with airplanes and helicopters, and the raids 

conducted by European Special Forces have largely contributed to the achievement of the military 

outcome. 

According to a statement issued by the spokesman of the military coalition that liberated the city of 

Sirte, there are at least two important jihadists killed in the clashes; the names of Walid Ferjani and 

Hassan Karami have been officially announced, although no details were given about their 

identification. 

The toll of the clashes in Sirte has been heavy on both sides, and several new casualties are 

provoked by the large number of IEDs placed on the ground by jihadists on the run. Cleaning up 

the city of mines and booby traps continue unabated, although slowed by the huge presence of 

ordnance left behind by the retreating militiamen. The Misrata forces have also started counting 

enemy losses, trying to accurately quantify the numbers and at the same time to estimate the 

number of those who might be able to find refuge within the city and in its immediate vicinity. 

A first estimate of the enemy losses - with numbers still rough around 800 victims - would seem to 

confirm the local assessments on the actual composition of the jihadist forces present on the 

ground, limiting the number at no more than 1.500/1.800 units, and therefore strongly downsizing 

estimates of the international community. 

Losses among Misrata forces were huge too, as well as the number of wounded, dramatically 

reducing the operational capacity of the unit and exposing it to the risk of being now considered an 

attractive target by their opponents. 

No coincidence that the military forces under the command of Gen. Khalifa Haftar hurried the 

conquest of the oil installations on the coast - bribing, rather than fighting - the militias loyal to 

Jathran - and thus shortening the distances of the front with the militias of Misrata in some places 

up to less than a kilometre. 

General Haftar’s strategy in the oil infrastructure management of Es Sider, Ra's Lanuf, Brega and 

Zuetina is relatively clear. On one side he intends to present itself to the public opinion as the 

Libyan military (but also political leader) who has released and returned to the nation the oil 

facilities on the east coast, trying to gain an increasingly important role in the national political 

debate; on the other end, with the occupation of the oil infrastructures he sends a clear message to 

the government of President Serraj, implying in no ambiguous terms who will control the 

production and who will then have the power to be able to handle the economic weight in the 

relationship with the national oil company NOC . 
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General Haftar, therefore, does not hide his intentions to negotiate with the internationally 

recognized government of Tripoli from a position of strength, imposing its role in the future of Libya, 

not making any deals on oil output, as some mistakenly speculated on the international media. 

The stalemate of the Libyan politics - now a sort of equilibrium crystallized around a de facto 

duopoly - cannot be solved without a strong negotiating action at the international level, where 

more and more strong are the downstream interests dividing the balances and the relationships 

among the local elements of strength in Libya. Without a concrete and sincere effort of the 

international community, therefore, it is highly unlikely to envisage the solution of the Libyan 

disputes through a very local negotiating table. 

 

Difficult choices for Italy 

Italy's decision to send a small military mission to Libya, in Misrata, was neither politically or 

operationally simple. 

The constant US pressure for a stronger role of Italy in Libya, have had the effect of convincing the 

government of the need to be prepared to support with a more active profile Serraj’s government. 

After months - if not years – of more or less highlighted grievances against France and Qatar for 

deliberately plunged Libya into today’s chaos, but also against Egypt and the United Arab Emirates 

for having replaced the latter in supporting the rise of a parallel government in Cyrenaica in fact 

controlled by general Haftar, Italy has felt obliged to play an active role herself in Libya. 

If, in fact, the possibility of deployment of a military contingent had been repeatedly aired, however, 

this strategy was conceived as part of a multinational mission, and certainly not a stand-alone 

operation. 

When Italy was called for a commitment to install a hospital in support of the effort of Misrata 

militias against self-proclaimed forces of the Islamic State in Sirte, however, the government have 

expressed unease about the nature of the mission, and especially to the many fears from the more 

or less veiled threats that the Italian contingent have been addressed by many forces on the 

ground, which at this point see Italy as a non independent actor, therefore not able to represent the 

complexity of interests that instead constitute the political and social reality map of the rugged local 

Libyan power. 

The commitment for the deployment of the military hospital and its protection force, therefore, was 

accompanied by an attempt to pragmatically soften the outlines of national foreign policy. Foreign 

Minister Gentiloni has openly addressed the need to consider General Haftar as part of the 

solution and not of the problem for the stability in Libya, formally opening to the dialogue with the 

counterparts of Cyrenaica, but without clarifying in what terms this could happen, not contradicting 

what - at least until a few weeks ago - appeared to be a very clear line of the Italian foreign policy. 

With a very poor media coverage, about 250 soldiers has then been deployed in Misrata, as part of 

a mission which took the name of "Hippocrates", and where about 100 soldiers are engaged in the 

management of the hospital and the remaining part in the protection of the infrastructure and the 

medical staff. 

The purpose of the mission has today a quite limited scope, certainly far from that ambition to play 

an active political role in Libya which was expressed by Italy until a few months ago. The goal now 

is to be consistent with the word given to President Serraj and Misrata forces who support it, and 

who are actively engaged - without any help from General Haftar – in the battle of Sirte against the 

militias of the Islamic State in Libya and especially the remains of what once was the jihadist 

organization of Ansar al Sharia. 

This decision involves the use not only of a technical-military engagement with the Libyan 

authorities but also a political risk for Italy, having to reveal a clear and decisive position in the 

complex and conflictual Libyan political mosaic, thereby exposing its quota to the risk of a 
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politically sided perception of those realities that today remain in any case antagonistic - if not 

openly hostile - to both the government of Tripoli and the militias of Misrata. 

It is therefore not excluded that, in this very dynamic picture of the Libyan political and operational 

requirements for the safety of the internationally recognized and supported institutions, the Italian 

military commitment could be increased in the coming future. The small number of soldiers now 

engaged in the management of the hospital and its protection force, then, could be sided by units 

specifically dedicated to the training of local security forces and the protection of institutional and 

functional economic infrastructures for the resumption of normal the activities of the Libyan State. 

 

The political stalemate continues 

There have been few political evolutions in Libya since the Presidency Council has been set up in 

Tripoli last March 30th, string of the UN and international community support. 

The House of Representatives – which is still de facto representing the legitimate Libyan 

parliament according to the Libyan Political Agreement, even if its mandate is already expired – 

has not been yet able to form the new executive, although a second list of ministers had been 

presented and elected last August. 

It is General Haftar who is paralysing every attempt of consolidation of the internationally 

recognized institutions of Tripoli, systematically refusing to recognize and approve the rules which 

concern the end of its role as head of the Armed Forces, and avoiding the appointment of a new 

head. 

The parallel multinational negotiation sponsored by Italy , France, Great Britain, United States, 

Egypt and the United Arab Emirates to manage the political conundrum and bring back General 

Haftar to a more reasonable negotiating position is also basically failed, and surpassed by the 

events provoked by the same Haftar with the occupation of the oilfield on the central-eastern coast. 

Haftar military forces assumed control of Es Sider, Ras Lanouf, Zuetina and Brega oilfiled, bribing 

the local forces once loyal to the former oil guard Jathran, and taking full control of its infrastructure. 

The operation has been possible through an economic negotiation with the militiamen once loyal to 

the former oil guard Jathran, which have left the control of the infrastructures to the soldiers led by 

general Haftar without posing any threat to the security of its militias. 

The international community request to general Haftar for an immediate liberation of the area and 

its transfer under the control of the national armed forces was vain. 

Haftar still retain control of the area, but has agreed to cooperate with NOC employees in order to 

restart production, with two shipments to Italy and Spain worth respectively 700.000 and 600.000 

barrels. 

Tripoli’s government and the United Nations are asking for the control of the oil revenues by the 

National Oil Company, which has in fact confirmed its role in the management of the first sales 

abroad of crude oil, although implausible appears the possibility of a control of the infrastructures - 

and especially of the economic activities related to it - which does not include a political and 

economic compensation guaranteed to general Haftar’s forces. 

While the release of oil terminals opens a window of opportunity for the government of Tripoli, 

finally able to finance its role and especially its administrative credibility in the country guaranteeing 

the payment of salaries to civil servants providing oxygen to the economy, on the other front it 

does not resolve the stalemate in relations with general Haftar, in reducing its political ambitions 

and the controversial military role. 

If the Council of State will be able to settle in Tripoli, replacing the legitimate but now decayed 

Parliament, this will not diminish the clash between the two components of the local power system, 

bringing once again the clash on the personal confrontation between Haftar and Serraj in a fight for 
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political legitimacy that still threatens once again to rotate around the role of the militias and the 

ability of these to exercise not only the local power but also the threat. 

The role and the establishment of the Council of State have rose sharp criticism within the 

members of the House of Representative, which, although expired, continues to be supported by 

Tobruk as the only legitimate legislative body of the country, at the same time accusing Tripoli to 

have made a coup in order to delegitimize any representation of its political component. 

The core of contention still revolves around the controversial dynamics that in June of 2014 

brought first to the election of the House of Representative and its settlement in Tripoli, and then to 

its de-legitimization by the militias from Misrata who occupied Tripoli in August of the same year, 

forcing the Parliament to escape and the subsequent settlement in Tobruk, where it was 

recognized by the international community, legitimately remain in office until the start of the new 

phase driven by political president Serraj, which began with the Skhirat agreements of December 

2015. 

The balance made by the two sides over the past two years have resulted in the consolidation of 

the respective centres of power, favouring especially in Tobruk the growth and the centrality of the 

role Haftar, the real central element of the political component based in Cyrenaica. But it is 

precisely on the role of Haftar - and the rebuff by Tripoli’s component to accept its military and 

political role - that today’s clash is based on, driven by personal individual interests that threaten to 

bring Libya to the brink of civil war and economic instability. 



Sahel and Sub-Saharan Africa 
Marco Massoni 
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The Agenda 2030 and COP21 Outcomes in Sub-Saharan Africa 

 

Two events of major importance, for the sustainability of development and economic growth of 

Sub-Saharan Africa’s countries, have taken place in recent months within the United Nations: the 

Agenda 2030 and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Paris Agreement (COP21) 

on climate1. In fact, according to the UN, sustainable development must be able to meet the 

present needs, without compromising future generations’ capability to meet their own needs; to this 

end it is important to harmonize the three fundamental elements: economic growth, social inclusion 

and environmental protection. 

 

The Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

The intergovernmental negotiations on the Post 2015 Development Agenda were followed by the 

UN Resolution A/RES/70/1, adopted in New York by 193 states of the United Nations General 

Assembly (25-27 September 2015), labelled Transforming our world: the 2030 agenda for 

Sustainable Development, otherwise known as the Agenda 2030 or as the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs)2. Actually, 17 global goals are set and they are completed by 169 

associated targets – ambitious and, to a certain extent, unrealistic – that, for the next fifteen years, 

are meant to carry out and complement the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)3, which, from 

2000 to 2015, the international community had been committed to, in order to try to end poverty, 

protect the planet and ensure prosperity for all, as part of a new development agenda, inspired by 

the idea:“no one will be left behind”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1  The Paris Agreement has officially entered into force on 4 November 2016, proving to be one of the fastest 

ratifications in the history of international treaties. After the US and China in October, the European Parliament too 
endorsed the Paris Agreement with 81 member countries, representing 58 per cent of global emissions. The goal of 
holding global warming below 2 degrees Celsius has become binding on the industry, which must incorporate the 
new standards into its business strategies as soon as it can. Actually, UN headquarters is not opposed to an agreed 
price of CO2 globally, such as to facilitate the growth of low-carbon strategies. So, some European companies (ENI, 
BP, Shell, BG Group, Statoil and Total) have requested the UN the assignment of a single global price on CO2 
emissions, differently from the American companies that are contrary though. 

2  See: http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E 
3  The eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were: 

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger. 
2. Achieve universal primary education. 
3. Promote gender equality. 
4. Reduce child mortality. 
5. Improve maternal health. 
6. Combat HIV / AIDS, malaria and other diseases. 
7. Ensure environmental sustainability, improving the quality of aid including through technology transfer. 
8. Develop a global partnership for development. 

http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E
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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)4 are the following: 

1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere. 

2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, promoting sustainable agriculture. 

3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages. 

4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education, promoting lifelong learning opportunities for 

all. 

5. Achieve gender equality, empowering all women and girls. 

6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all. 

7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all. 

8. Promote high, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, through the full and productive 

employment and decent work for all. 

9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization, fostering 

innovation. 

10. Reduce inequality within and among countries. 

11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. 

12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns. 

13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts. 

14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable 

development 

15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 

forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity 

loss. 

16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to 

justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels. 

17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable 

Development. 

 

Social and global economic asymmetries and imbalances are increasingly reflected at global level: 

one billion people live on less than two dollars a day and one per cent of the world population 

consumes about thirty per cent of the resources. In truth, all SDGs have made a specific African 

relevance. For this reason, Goal 1 – to put an end to all forms of poverty in the world – aims to 

eradicate extreme poverty by 2030 for all people everywhere in the world, which is currently 

measured on the basis of those living on less than $1.25 a day.  

                                                        
4  These are some key passages of the Agenda 2030: “This Agenda is a plan of action for people, planet and 

prosperity. It also seeks to strengthen universal peace in larger freedom. We recognize that eradicating poverty in all 
its forms and dimensions, including extreme poverty, is the greatest global challenge and an indispensable 
requirement for sustainable development. (...) The 17 Sustainable Development Goals and 169 targets, which we are 
announcing today demonstrate the scale and ambition of this new universal Agenda. They seek to build on the 
Millennium Development Goals and complete what they did not achieve. (...) We are committed to achieving 
sustainable development in its three dimensions – economic, social and environmental – in a balanced and 
integrated manner. (...) Climate change is one of the greatest challenges of our time and its adverse impacts 
undermine the ability of all countries to achieve sustainable development. Increases in global temperature, sea level 
rise, ocean acidification and other climate change impacts are seriously affecting coastal areas and low-lying coastal 
countries, including many least developed countries and small island developing States. (...) The survival of many 
societies, and of the biological support systems of the planet, is at risk. (...) It is necessary to ensure safe, orderly and 
regular migration involving full respect for human rights and the humane treatment of migrants regardless of migration 
status, of refugees and of displaced persons. We underline the right of migrants to return to their country of 
citizenship, and recall that States must ensure that their returning nationals are duly received. (...) We note with grave 
concern the significant gap between the aggregate effect of parties’ mitigation pledges in terms of global annual 
emissions of greenhouse gases by 2020 and aggregate emission pathways consistent with having a likely chance of 
holding the increase in global average temperature below 2 degrees Celsius, or 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-
industrial levels”. 
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Goal 2 – ending hunger, achieve food security, improve nutrition and promote sustainable 

agriculture – implies the need to double agricultural productivity and income of small-scale food 

producers, to guarantee sustainable food production systems sustainable and implement resilient 

agricultural practices with the purpose of to increase productivity and production, to help protect 

ecosystems, to strengthen their ability to adapt to climate change, extreme weather, droughts, 

floods and other disasters and to gradually improve soil quality. Goal 3 – to ensure the health and 

well-being for all and for all age groups – wants to reduce the rate of global maternal mortality in a 

number less than seventy women per one hundred thousand live births. Goal 4 – to provide quality 

education, equitable and inclusive, and learning opportunities for all – aims to ensure freedom, 

equity and quality in the completion of primary and secondary education to every girl and boy; to 

considerably expand by 2020 at the global level, the number of scholarships available for 

developing countries, Small Island States and African Nations, ensuring access to higher 

education. The Goal 5 – to achieve gender equality and to empower women and girls – must put 

an end everywhere across the globe to all forms of discrimination against the female gender, 

eliminating all abusive practices such as arranged marriage, brides girls and female genital 

mutilation. The Goal 6 – to ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation 

for all – settles the importance of achieving equitable and universal access to drinking water, so 

that it is safe and economical for everyone, by implementing an integrated water resources 

management at all levels. The Goal 7 – to ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and 

modern energy for all – aims to ensure access to energy services that are affordable, reliable and 

modern through the development of renewable energies. Goal 8 – to promote sustained, inclusive 

and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all – aims 

to support economic growth per capita in accordance with national conditions that is to say an 

annual growth of at least seven per cent of gross domestic product in developing countries. The 

Goal 10 – reducing inequality within and among nations – aims to gradually achieve and sustain 

income growth of 40 per cent of the population in the lowest social stratum at a higher rate than the 

national average; to also reduce to less than 3 per cent transaction costs of migrant remittances 

and eliminate the corridors of remittances with costs superior to 5 per cent. Goal 11 – to make 

cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable – is willing to make sure that 

everyone has access to adequate housing, safe and affordable access to basic services, 

redeveloping slums. Goal 12 – to ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns – states 

to implement the 10-Year Framework Programmes on Sustainable Consumption and Production 

Patterns (10-YFP), by involving all countries; to achieve the sustainable management and efficient 

utilization of natural resources; to halve the global food waste per capita at retail and consumers 

level and reduce food losses during the production and supply chains, including losses of post-

harvest. Goal 13 – to promote action at all levels to combat climate change – is based on the 

assumption that the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)5 is the 

primary international, intergovernmental forum for negotiating the global response to climate 

change. Therefore, it is essential to: reinforce in all countries the resilience and adaptation to 

climate-related risks and natural disasters; integrate climate change measures into policies, 

strategies and national planning; improve education, awareness and human and institutional 

capacity with regard to climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact mitigation and early warning. 

To this end, it is essential to put into effect the commitment made by developed country parties to 

the UNFCCC, which provides for the mobilization by 2020 of 100 billion dollars a year, coming from 

all participating countries, to be addressed to developing countries needs, in a context of 

meaningful mitigation actions and of transparency in implementation.  

                                                        
5  See: http://newsroom.unfccc.int/  

http://newsroom.unfccc.int/
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Objective 15 – to protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt 

biodiversity loss – states that it is necessary to stop deforestation and curb desertification 

especially in the Sahel. Objective 16 – to promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 

development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive 

institutions at all levels – provides that it is urgent to reduce everywhere and effectively all forms of 

violence and the death rate associated with them. In addition, it is essential to broaden and 

strengthen the participation of developing countries in the institutions responsible for global 

governance. As regards the Objective 17 – to strengthen the means of implementation and 

revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development – the industrialized countries must 

meet their official development assistance commitments, including that of allocating 0.7 per cent of 

their Gross National Income to the Official Development Assistance (ODA/GNI) to developing 

countries and allocate 0.15 to 0.20 per cent ODA/GNI to Least Developed countries (LDCs); donor 

countries are asked to provide at least 0.20 per cent of ODA/GNI to less developed beneficiaries. 

Furthermore, it is advisable to assist developing countries to support the long-term debt through 

coordinated policies aimed at stimulating debt funding, debt reduction and debt restructuring, as 

well as to address the poorest and most heavily indebted countries external debt in order to reduce 

it weight. It is imperative not only to strengthen the North-South cooperation, the South-South 

cooperation, the regional-triangular cooperation and the international cooperation, but also the 

access to scientific discovery, technology and innovations. In conclusion, it can be said that the 

SDGs interpret better consistency among actions at the local, national, regional and global levels 

with respect to the MDGs that were mainly focused on the social dimension of poor countries’ 

development. On the contrary, the Agenda 2030 concentrates on individuals and on the 

environment, bringing together environmental issues with those of development for the first time in 

the UN system framework. 

 

The Paris Agreement (COP21) 

Global warming’s grounds are to be charged in full to human activities. Since the Industrial 

Revolution, the average temperature is indeed increased by one degree and another degree is 

estimated to augment by the end of this century, due to greenhouse gases punt into the 

atmosphere, mainly attributable to CO2, in quantity and frequency greater than that it can be 

absorbed by the normal cycles of the planet, such as those represented by the oceans. The World 

Meteorological Organization (WMO)6 has certified the beginning of a new global climate’s era, 

since in 2015 the average concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere has reached the four 

hundred parts per million threshold. This was for the very first time on a global average basis 

recorded continuously over a full calendar year, caused mostly by the El Niño7 effects. Besides, it 

is imminent in the coming months a new equally alarming climatic phenomenon: La Niña. It is 

about to originate in the Pacific Ocean, but differently from El Niño it is supposed to determine a 

temperature drop instead. 

With these assumptions, in December 2015, in the French capital, the so-called Paris Agreement, 

which is the twenty-first session of the UNFCCC’s Conference of the Parties (COP 21), took place. 

The Paris Agreement introduces a new logic of global governance on the basis of the national 

commitments, the so-called Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs), so as to 

contain global warming below the threshold of 2°C, possibly below 1.5°C.  

                                                        
6  See: www.wmo.int 
7  El Niño is a periodic climate phenomenon that originates, in the months of December and January on average every 

five years, in the central Pacific Ocean. It consists of an abnormal ocean waters warming, which, precisely because 
of its considerable size, severely affects the entire planet’s climate. 

http://www.wmo.int/
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But from the collective intention to limit the increase in global average temperature below 2°C 

compared to the pre-industrial levels, in Paris was also pivotal, because it has been established by 

2030 a cut in greenhouse gas emissions of 40 per cent for Europe and 28 per cent for the United 

States. Yet, leaders are fully aware that it would be an insufficient measure: should it be respected 

in fact, in the best case a temperature increase of between 2.7 and 3 degrees – instead of the 2 

required – will be reached in anyway. In light of all this, it is essential to foster investment in clean 

energy and at the same disinvest in fossil fuels. Given that, in recent years, the cost of electricity 

produced from renewable sources dropped, it will always be more likely a gradual abandonment of 

coal by virtue of the elimination of subsidies to fossil fuels, of the improvement of energy efficiency, 

of the increasing spending on research and development, and of the innovation incentives. In 

Europe, the goal of reducing greenhouse gases by 40 per cent was initially adopted as part of the 

so called EU2030 Framework for Energy and Climate Policy, based on five pillars: 

decarbonisation, research and development, internal energy markets, efficiency and security 

supply. In 2011, the EU adopted the Roadmap for moving to a competitive low carbon economy in 

2050, a strategic document, which, although not binding, aims at guiding the energy policies of the 

Member States of the Union by 2050 towards an eighty per cent reduction of the greenhouse gas 

compared to 1990. Nevertheless, in Europe recently investments towards renewable energy 

sources are in decline, in sharp contrast with what is happening in the rest of the world. This is 

probably due to the going down of the momentum that Western Governments at first had lavished. 

In fact, investments in renewable energy that were born in Europe are now moving to Asia and to 

China in particular, which, for its economic growth, today is paradoxically benefiting from clean 

technology that at first had been all European. At present, abroad the European Union still 

maintains a more dominant position by funding cross-border projects to develop clean energy in 

Africa and elsewhere in developing countries, where 90 per cent of the world population live, most 

of which is under 25 years of age. 

 

Consequences for Sub-Saharan Africa 

The COP21, which has the merit of providing a strategic framework and the technical support for 

its efforts to reduce emissions of the African continent too, is only one of the latest stages of a 

much longer process of negotiations on the multilateral channel, which was launched in 1992 in 

Rio de Janeiro with the Conference on Environment and Development, when it has been in fact 

established the UNFCCC. Other relevant passages were in 1997 the adoption of the Kyoto 

Protocol, which, taking as a reference the levels of 1990, indicated the cut of emissions by five per 

cent by 2012, defining reduction quotas for each of the signatory developed countries. Also, in 

Kyoto CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons) were definitely abolished, while in October 2016 at the Kigali 

Summit (Rwanda), 197 countries have decreed the whole banning of HFCs (hydrofluorocarbons), 

whose spread, while not attacking the ozone, still significantly contributes to the greenhouse effect. 

In 2007, the Bali Climate Change Conference was signed, followed by the COP15 in Copenhagen 

in 2009, under which a consensus was reached on limiting emissions, confirmed the following year 

in Cancun. The APEC China 2014 Summit was the milestone of these chain of events, to the 

extent that has been able to revive the difficult international negotiations on the subject, through 

the signature of the agreement between Washington and Beijing – the two nations most 

responsible for greenhouse gas emissions in the world – announced by Barack Obama and Xi 

Jinping during the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation’ Members Summit in Beijing (12 November 

2014). Expressly, China will stop the rise in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030, the deadline by 

which it intends to bring to the 20 per cent the proportion of clean energy, whereas the US will 

reduce its emissions by 2025 by 28 per cent compared to those recorded in 2005.  
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Member of the G7 members, on the occasion of the German Presidency at the Schloss Elmau 

Summit in 2015, have announced a reduction of their emissions between 40 and 70 per cent by 

2050 compared to the levels recorded in 2010. The Third UN International Conference on 

Financing for Development of Addis Ababa (13 - 16 July 2015) made it even clearer that the 

international development cooperation should prove to be a catalyst for the mobilization of 

innovative and hybrid resources, straddling the public sector and private, capable of unlocking that 

financial potential, so far only marginally expressed, that is vital not only to revitalize the Official 

Development Assistance (ODA), but also to mitigate the vulnerability of African countries and the 

least developed countries in general. The resulting Addis Ababa Action Agenda (AAAA), despite 

hitherto indeterminate results, had the political advantage to bind the purposes of the African Union 

(AU) Agenda 2063 and its development programme, or the New Partnership for Africa’s 

Development (NePAD), in which it is interesting to note the launch of the AU-NEPAD Agriculture 

Climate Change Programme. 

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the average temperature of the whole of Africa has 

severely increased and is expected to continue to do so by 3-4 degrees Celsius by the end of this 

century, with negative effects on several areas. It follows that climate change poses a significant 

threat to Africa’s development, because it can compromise the encouraging economic 

performance recently conquered. African leaderships along with the AU are extremely attentive to 

the Paris Agreement result, particularly because it was decided to allocate new funds for climate 

change’s adaptation8 and mitigation9 in developing countries. In fact, the African negotiators had 

urged the developed countries to follow up the undertaking to invest a hundred billion dollars by 

2020, in terms of funding for the fight against climate change. However, they happened to have 

gotten more than hoped, because the commitment of a hundred billion dollars shall be revised 

upward from 2025 on. The Green Climate Fund (GCF)10, provided with a hundred billion a year, is 

going to be the necessary device for the African continent to have access to international funds. 

Although African emissions are still insignificant compared to those of the rest of the planet, yet it is 

certain that the climate change will have a greater impact on Africa than on many other continents. 

Africa aims to achieve sustainable industrial development with minimal or zero emissions, for 

example through the exploitation of the enormous renewable energy potential of the continent, 

such as solar and wind, thus being able to bridge its energy deficit gap. In particular, by 2040, 

Africa could achieve a reduction of 27 per cent in carbon dioxide emissions. Still, with the adoption 

of clean energy, Sub-Saharan Africa could get out from poverty between 16 and 26 million people. 

The 2015 report of the Africa Progress Panel (APP)11 – led by former UN Secretary General, Kofi 

Annan – on the progress achieved in Africa so far, advocates an irrefutable sustainable 

development for Sub-Saharan Africa, and reinforces the need to focus on renewable energy. At the 

moment, the African energy failure means that even for more than 60 per cent of the population 

electricity is inaccessible and that in rural areas, where there is 70 per cent of the poor in Africa, 

access to the electricity grid is only estimated between one and eight per cent 12 , whereas 

                                                        
8  Adaptation concerns those changes in the ecological, social or economic systems, in response to actual or expected 

climatic stimuli and their effects or impacts. It regards both changes in the processes, practices, and structures to 
moderate potential damages and to benefit from opportunities associated with climate change. The African 
Development Bank (AfDB) estimates the cost of adaptation in Africa between twenty and thirty million dollars a year 
for the next 10-20 years. Critical areas for adaptation include irrigation and drought management, the diversification 
of agricultural practices and livestock sector, which urge to become more resistant to bio-climatic adversities in the 
nearest future. 

9  Mitigation covers the actions needed to limit the amplitude, or the rate of climate change in the long term. 
10  It is a mechanism to assist developing countries as far as adaptation and mitigation are concerned, in order to tackle 

the effects of climate change. See: https://www.greenclimate.fund  
11  See: http://www.africaprogresspanel.org/en/ 
12  The population of these areas is forced to pay twenty times more ($ 10 billion per year according to estimates) for 

lighting by means of unsuitable sources, mostly oil lamps. 

https://www.greenclimate.fund/
http://www.africaprogresspanel.org/en/
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investments in clean energy such as solar and wind would be the cheapest for the electrification of 

remote areas. Today, agriculture employs about 64 per cent of Africans, providing livelihood to 70 

per cent of the rural poor. Because the climate agreement stresses the need to restore an amount 

not less than 127 million hectares of degraded land in Africa and Latin America, mainly through 

agro-ecosystems, then Sub-Saharan Africa could derive greater agricultural productivity, able to 

increase and stabilize food security, and, as a consequence, creating jobs. It is useful to recall here 

the 2014 Malabo Declaration on the Accelerated Agricultural Growth and Transformation for 

Shared Prosperity and Improved Livelihoods, which provides a vision to the entire African-led 

climate change response specifically related to agriculture. This document was presented at the 

23rd African Union Summit (26-27 June 2014) in Malabo (Equatorial Guinea) during the African 

year by no coincidence devoted to agriculture and food security. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Even in Africa by virtue of technological innovation it is crucial to move towards a low-carbon 

economy, so as to hold the increase in global average temperature to below 2 degrees Celsius. It 

is indispensable on the one that hand Europe and other industrialized countries do not desist from 

investments in alternative energy and on the other that the Emerging Economies, especially those 

in Sub-Saharan Africa, willingly accept to reduce dependence on most polluting fuels, coal in the 

first place. Indeed, the significant lowering of prices of oil and gas will not help in this regard in the 

medium-term, while it will likely strengthen the opposite trend. Yet, in the long run it will be 

inevitable to refocus and address policies in favour of the achievement of the SDGs, thus striving 

for an expeditious transition towards renewable energy sources: the sooner the better. According 

to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), four areas are destined to become 

critical: adequate national leadership and ownership13, so as to successfully combine the purpose 

of governments’ leaders determination with the UN advices, in order to enhance the capabilities of 

each individual member country, contextualizing them case by case; proactive coalitions, 

committed actors and exchange of knowledge, as the Agenda 2030 needs to draw on solutions 

and experiences from a diverse set of stakeholders and areas of responsibility; make available 

new resources aimed at financing for development, by means of innovative forms of assistance, 

fielding any form of subsidy, covering public and private sectors, at both national and international 

level, so as to ensure that the poorest and most vulnerable will not remain excluded. Finally, 

serious and reliable commitments’ monitoring mechanisms – follow-up and review – will be 

unavoidable, in order to effectively assess the progress made by means of statistical reliable data. 

Indeed, it is going to be a challenging process, inasmuch the SDGs are so complex and 

interconnected as to require the creation of new interpretation criteria that at the present are still 

partway at large. 

                                                        
13  Ownership refers to the need that individual African countries identify priorities for action for their development; in 

fact, any development project should be designed from the very beginning, so as to allow people directly concerned 
to seize it and to participate in an active way, subsequently taking responsibility in their own interest. 
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Succession and stability in Central Asia 

 

The death of Uzbekistan’s President, Islam Karimov (September 2nd), has reopened the debate on 

the relationship between succession and political stability in the five Central Asia’s post-Soviet 

republics. 

When Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan became independent 25 years ago, 

the leaders of the local Communist Party assumed the presidency. Only in the case of Kyrgyzstan, 

the first President was Askar Akaev, physicist and member of the Academy of Sciences, who 

remained in power from 1990 to 2005 until the so-called Tulip Revolution. Over the following five 

years, Kurmanbek Bakiev was elected as President, until the April 2010 uprising, when he fled to 

Belarus with his family. On June 26th, 2010, a referendum has made Kyrgyzstan the first 

parliamentary republic in Central Asia. Although in its recent history Kyrgyzstan has been affected 

by corruption scandals and political instability, the institutional reform process has continued, so 

that the political power has been less and less submitted to the logic of the traditional power 

transmission and more oriented to democratic principles. Moreover, Kyrgyzstan is in the middle of 

a procedure for calling another constitutional referendum in order to balance the power between 

President and prime minister. The incumbent Kyrgyz President is Almazbek Atambaev.  

As for the other four republics, so far only Turkmenistan and, most recently, Uzbekistan have 

undergone a change in leadership, in both cases, due to the death of the incumbent President.  

On December 21st, 2006, the Turkmen President Saparmurad Nyazov was declared dead from 

cardiac arrest (due to the closure of the country more detailed information was not available, but 

some media alleged that the death was due to poisoning). According to the constitution, the 

speaker of parliament would be acting President, but as he was accused of criminal activity and 

judged unworthy, the task passed to the deputy prime minister Gurbanguly Berdymuhammedov, 

who was also close to the most influential clans of the country (clan: social informal group based 

on blood ties and kinship in the broad sense; a clan has influence over a specific territory of which 

controls the production activities; it is not to be confused with ethnicity, cronyism, criminality). Each 

Central Asian leader, in fact, not only qualifies for a political designation, but rather to membership 

in a clan, that is, an extended reference group linked to a specific territory. Even President Karimov 

was member of the clan of Samarkand, his hometown, where he has been buried in the 

monumental Shah-i-Zinda cemetery. His successor, currently acting President, is also member of 

the Jizzakh province clan, as he was born there. According to the Constitution, also in Uzbekistan 

the Senate chairman would become acting President, but he withdrew his candidacy during a joint 

session of both Houses of Parliament, so that the then Prime Minister Shavkhat Mirziyaev took 

office on September 8th. It should be remembered that in 2011 Karimov prompted the introduction 

of several reforms in order to reduce the role of the President in favor of the legislative bodies. 

Nevertheless, the rise of Mirziyaev - who is close to the Deputy Prime Minister Rustam Azimov, 

and the head of the security services, Rustam Inoyatov (both are very influential in the country 

political life) - has led some analysts to believe that in post-Karimov Uzbekistan a kind of 

triumvirate of government and institutions key figures emerged (Eurasia Daily Monitor-EDM, 

September 8, 2016). Before the Presidential elections, scheduled for December 4th, Mirziyaev has 

meanwhile replaced one of the deputy Prime ministers, the Minister of Education and some local 

administrative figures in Jizzakh and Tashkent. There are currently four candidates for the 

presidency, but the outcome of the vote should not be surprise, confirming Mirziyaev in office. 
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In Tajikistan, Emomali Rakhmon, a former minister of the Soviet Republic of Tajikistan, took office 

as President in 1992 and was re-elected in 2006 with 79% of votes. On May 22nd, 2016 a 

constitutional referendum was held. With 94.5% of votes and a turnout of 92%, the electorate 

approved 40 amendments that, among other things: abolish the term limit for the office of 

President; lower the minimum age for being elected as President from 35 to 30 years; ban the 

Islamic Renaissance Party (main opposition party). Therefore, it seems that in Tajikistan 

succession is going to be arranged along traditional schemes: thanks to constitutional 

amendments approved by referendum, the 29 year-old President's son, Rustam, could stand in a 

much more favorable political environment. 

In Kazakhstan, since 1991 the post of President is held by Nursultan Nazarbaev. Between 

September 8th-13th, several top rotations took place, officially motivated by the need to revitalize 

the country's economy, affected by a long standing crisis. Prime Minister Karim Masimov moved at 

the head of the National Security Committee and has been replaced by Lakytzhan Sagintaev, while 

Imangali Tasmangambetov became deputy prime minister. The eldest daughter of the President, 

Dariga, got a seat in the Senate. The timing of rotations has corroborated the idea of a transitional 

leadership taking charge of the country to lead it towards a new presidency, in case of death of 

over seventy years old Nazarbaev.  

Measures to extend the power of the incumbent President, however, were taken in Turkmenistan, 

where, on September 14th, Berdymuhammedov signed constitutional amendments to eliminate the 

70-year age limit that would prevent him to run for President with a mandate extended from five to 

seven years. Similarly, on the opposite shore of the Caspian Sea, Azerbaijan voted on September 

26th on 26 constitutional amendments, including: the extension of the Presidential term from five to 

seven years, the creation of two vice President posts (one of which will replace the President in 

case of incapacity), the abolition of a minimum age for running for President and the expropriation 

of private land by virtue of social justice reasons. 

The succession and political stability issue is, therefore, a key concern for Central Asian Republics, 

not only where the issue emerged with urgency (Uzbekistan), but also where the age of Presidents 

imposes to make plans on how to transmit power without alternative political leadership to those in 

office. Apparently, the plans don’t consider fully democratic procedures, but institutional and 

systemic solutions: it is, therefore, the system itself that produces the new leadership, choosing the 

most functional elements for the purpose. Alternative plans, such as those undertaken by 

Kyrgyzstan, are viable, but the empirical evidence proves that they require long periods of 

adjustment and refinement, while exposing at the same time the country to instability and even 

possible riots. 

 

Events: 

● Antiterrorism operations in Kazakhstan. On September 5th, the Committee for National 

Security of Kazakhstan reported that since the beginning of 2016, eight religious radical groups 

have been identified and their members arrested. In particular, counter-terrorism activity has 

intensified following the attacks in Aqtobe (June 5th) and Almaty (July 18th). A radical group, 

stopped in June in Qaraganda region had allegedly planned to target local infrastructures and a 

Russian military base near Lake Balkash. In August, another group of Islamic radicals has been 

dismantled in the southern region of Almaty; its members were ready to carry out an attack defined 

by the authorities "comparable to that of September 11". Finally, three other groups, discovered 

and arrested between August 12th-30th in the regions of Western Kazakhstan and Aqtobe had 

planned several attacks against police forces and civilians. 
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● Kavkaz 2016. Between September 5th-10th, "Kavkaz” (Caucasus) 2016 exercises were held, 

involving about 12,500 men of the Russian southern region armed forces, in an operating quadrant 

comprised by the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, with focus on the Crimea. In August, Russia 

had conducted military exercises in the border districts with Ukraine and the Baltic countries. 

 

● Identified the Chinese Bishkek embassy bomber. On September 6th, the Kyrgyz State 

Committee for National Security has revealed the identity of the suicide bomber, who blew up 

himself in a car thrown at the gates of the Chinese embassy in Bishkek on August 30th, wounding 

three employees of Kyrgyz nationality. He was Zoir Halilov, a 33-year-old ethnic Uighur with Tajik 

passport, belonging to the Islamic Movement of Eastern Turkestan. The attack would have been 

prepared with the help of four Kyrgyz citizens and five individuals of Kyrgyz and Uzbek 

nationalities, who have been arrested. Kyrgyzstan is periodically affected by recurrent socio-

political or ethnic crises, but has never experienced terrorism. As the attack targeted the Chinese 

Embassy, the suspicion of a Uighur involvement suddenly gained momentum. The Xinjiang Uighur 

is an autonomous region of western China, inhabited by Uighurs, a Turkish language and Islamic 

religion ethnic group, culturally close to the neighboring Central Asian republics (Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan). For the native population, Xinjiang (meaning New Lands, in Chinese) is 

traditionally identified as East Turkestan, i.e. eastern appendix of the land of the Turks constituted 

from Central Asia. In reaction to the policies of land development and exploitation carried out by 

Beijing (especially from the 50s of the last century onwards) in Xinjiang a deep discontent has 

been growing, resulting in the activity of some terrorist movements. Among them, the Islamic 

Movement of East Turkestan, to which, in fact, the Bishkek bomber belonged. The attack - carried 

out against a Chinese institutional building outside of Xinjiang – represents a shift in the modus 

operandi of the group, which seldom operates outside its territory and targets police or security 

forces buildings and officers. 

 

● Armenia: Prime Minister resigns. On September 8th, Hovik Abrahamyan - Prime Minister since 

March 2014 – resigned from the post, claiming that the ongoing political crisis and the recurrent 

protests occurred in 2016 required a new political management. Abrahamyan has been replaced 

by Karen Karapetyan, former mayor of Yerevan and former head of ArmRosGazprom (the national 

carrier for the gas distribution). Karapetyan also held the post of deputy managing director of 

GAZP.MM Mezhregiongaz, a branch of Gazprom, the Russian gas producer company. According 

to many observers it would be a temporary solution, in view of the general elections to be held in 

2017 (the Presidential elections will take place in 2018). 

 

● Parliamentary elections in Belarus. In the parliamentary elections held in Belarus on 

September 11th, for the first time since 1996 two opposition candidates - a member of the Civil 

United Party and an independent candidate - have been elected. The turnout was of 74.32%; out 

of 521 candidates running for the 110 parliamentary available seats, 176 represented opposition 

parties. In its preliminary report, the OSCE (which had sent a mission to monitor the progress of 

the electoral campaign and the conduct of voting) recognizes a good overall organization of the 

voting process, while serious systemic criticalities still persist. Therefore, the participation of 

independent candidates would constitute a first step towards an elevation of democratic standards, 

which is, however, a long-term goal. The first timid openings of Belarus’ President, Alexandr 

Lukashenko, towards greater participation of opposition politicians can be ascribed to the 

rapprochement with Western countries, both in terms of economic partnership and for the 

diplomatic role played by Belarus in the Ukrainian crisis, as it hosted the talks which led to the 

signing of the Minsk 1 and Minsk 2 agreements. 
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● Russian-Chinese drills in the South China Sea. On September 12th, in the South China Sea 

the "Joint Sea-2016" exercises between Russia and China navies started. This is the first since 

2012. Drills lasted a week and involved 21 aircraft and 18 ships, including destroyers, cruisers, 

amphibious warfare and support ships. The operational environment chosen for the drills has 

raised alarm both in the United States and regional neighbors (Taiwan, Brunei, Vietnam, Malaysia, 

Philippines), due to an ongoing dispute over the sovereignty of some islands that are, in fact, in the 

South China Sea. The Hague International Court, in July 2016, assessed the Beijing claim 

unfounded; despite this, the militarization of the islands has been continuing and the exercises that 

have taken place in that area have confirmed the intention of Beijing to remain vigilant about their 

territorial claims. 

 

● Ukraine: new ceasefire failed. On September 14th midnight, a cease-fire, (the first) unilaterally 

decided by the separatists of the eastern Ukrainian regions of Donetsk and Lugansk entered into 

force. The decision followed the President Petro Poroshenko announcement of an upcoming 

parliamentary vote on rules for greater autonomy in the eastern regions. In the following days, 

however, the fighting continued, albeit with less intensity. In announcing the ceasefire, the 

separatist leaders of Donetsk, Aleksandr Zakharchenko, and Lugansk, Igor Plotniskiy, declared 

that the only possible solution to the conflict was the fulfillment of the obligations signed in Minsk, 

in February and September 2015, as they were designed to achieve the autonomy for the 

separatist regions. Despite the implementation of the agreements remains a priority for all the 

parties involved, the aim of stabilizing the Donetsk and Lugansk remains far to achieve, due to a 

volatile security environment, open to any possible development. 

 

● Parliamentary and local elections in Russia. On September 18th, the elections for the renewal 

of parliament (Duma) and local administrations took place in Russia. On September 23rd, the 

Central Election Commission officially announced the outcome of the vote. The President Vladimir 

Putin’s United Russia party won with more than 54% votes and 343 seats (out of 450). Three other 

pro-government parties have passed the electoral threshold of 5%: the Communist Party, 13.54% 

votes and 42 seats; the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia, 13.28% votes and 39 seats; A Just 

Russia, 6.19% votes and 23 seats. Three other seats were assigned each to candidates of Rodina, 

Civic Platform, and to an independent candidate. President Putin declared that the vote confirms 

the appreciation for the work of its leadership and the full support of the electorate to continue in 

the same way. In the Preliminary Conclusions document issued by the OSCE, which monitored the 

electoral process since May 2016, it is stated that the elections were administered in a transparent 

manner by the Central Elections Commission, while at the lowest level there have been several 

irregularities. Therefore, if the overall legal framework can be considered adequate for the conduct 

of elections - OSCE goes on - democratic commitments continue to be flouted, while the situation 

is adversely affected by restrictions on fundamental freedoms and political rights. Moreover: the 

recording of different political parties does not correspond to a clear differentiation of political 

alternatives; the local authorities have not always treated candidates equally and did not grant 

them the same visibility; finally, the electoral monitors detected also administrative abuses and 

numerous irregularities in the counting phase. 

Beyond the election result, which was widely expected, it is noteworthy that this election was 

characterized both by a significant decrease in the voters turnout (48% of eligible voters, compared 

with 60.1% in the previous parliamentary elections held in 2011), even more marked in large cities 

(30% in Moscow, 16% in St. Petersburg), and by various irregularities in the voting and counting 

process. 
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The election results had been partially anticipated by a survey of the Centre Studies for Public 

Opinion Jury Levada, which since September 1st is in the list of organizations marked as a "foreign 

agent." New rules introduced following a wave of street protests between 2011-2012 

acknowledges the center of sociological studies led by Lev Gudkov as an institution funded from 

abroad and anti-government "agent", submitting it to much more controls and activity limitations. In 

late August the Centre had released the results of a survey conducted since the beginning of the 

year on a statistic sample of 1,600 people in 48 regions of Russia, aimed at defining the 

sociological framework of the upcoming parliamentary elections. The survey showed a progressive 

disaffection for the President's party - 65% of preferences in January, 50% in August - as well as a 

percentage of 48% of voters undecided whether to go or not to vote or sure not to go to the polls at 

all (the complete survey results are available at the following website: 

http://www.levada.ru/2016/09/01/gotovnost-golosovat-i-predvybornye-rejtingi/). The same Study 

Center monitors President Putin approval rating since the beginning of the conflict in eastern 

Ukraine, noting very high percentage (82% in September 2016). Taking into account the result on 

the attitude of the Russian public opinion regarding President Putin and the electoral results of 

United Russia, it may be argued that the reduction of support toward United Russia is due to its 

chairman, Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev, and not to President Putin, who has been constantly 

receiving a very large consensus even higher than before 2014. 

 

● Less tension at the border between Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. On September19th, 

Tashkent authorities decided to withdraw the police forces and border guards who had been 

deployed at the border with Kyrgyzstan for about a month. On August 22nd, Uzbek police detained 

four Kyrgyz accused of illegal trespassing, while they were on the Unkur-Too mountain, where 

radio-television repeaters of Kyrgyzstan are placed. Following bilateral contacts between the two 

countries, Uzbekistan decided to reduce the militarization of the border. The four Kyrgyz were 

released on September 8th. About 300 of the 1,000 kilometers of the common border are still 

disputed since 1991, when the issue of the border delimitation of former Soviet Republics 

emerged. Since then, attempts to negotiate settlement have not led to a satisfactory resolution, 

while cross border tensions and clashes are still frequent. 

 

● One billion dollars from the IMF to Ukraine. On September 14th, the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) approved a one-billion-dollar loan in favor of Ukraine. Since March 2015, the IMF has 

set aside 17.5 billion dollars for Kiev, to be allocated proportionally with the progress achieved in 

economic and anti-corruption reforms. The amount received by September 2016 was 7.62 billion 

Euros. The release of another billion came after a suspension lasting more than one year, due to 

political instability, stall in reforms and poor results in fighting corruption. President Petro 

Poroshenko welcomed the IMF's decision, considering it a good omen for new aid from the United 

States and for the delivering of 600 million Euros from the European Union. In 2015, the Ukrainian 

economy experienced a -9.9% decrease, while for 2016 the IMF assumed the first signs of 

recovery with a projected growth of 1.6%. 

 

● Preliminary results of the MH17 flight investigation. On September 28th, the preliminary 

results of the investigation conducted by the Joint Investigation Team-JIT, (made up of experts 

from Australia, Belgium, Malaysia, the Netherlands and Ukraine) on shooting down of the flight 

MH17, which occurred on July 17th, 2014 in eastern Ukraine, were released. JIT has established 

that the MH17 was shot down by a missile 9M38 series, launched by a BUK-TELAR conducted on 

the territory of Ukraine by the Russian Federation and then brought back (for more information, the 
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full text of the survey results is available on the website : https: //www.om.nl/onderwerpen/mh17-

vliegramp/presentaties/presentation-joint/).  

That fact, combined with mutual accusations of conducting criminal bombings in Syria, has led to a 

deterioration of Russia-US relations. Although among very deep concerns, a communication 

channel between the Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and US Secretary of State John 

Kerry has so far remained open and bilateral talks still take place on an almost daily basis. 

However, as the US elections approach, uncertainty over the nature of the relationship between 

these two superpowers under the new American leadership intensifies day by day. 
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Market Economy and Civil Society in China 

 
In 1987 Paul Kennedy, a British historian at Yale University, published a book that had an 

unexpected success “The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers” a ponderous academic work which, 

against all odds, remained for months on the top list of best selling books. 

Kennedy compares the history of the great empires of the past and highlights a constant element: 

the greater the extent of the territory of the Empire, the frontiers to supervise and the enemies to 

deal with, the faster and harder the economic, military and political decline. In summary, it is the 

over extension of the Empire or the so-called Imperial overstretch the first structural element that 

trigger the decline of a great empire. In the final pages of his work, Kennedy analyzed the situation 

of the United State and claimed that USA also were entering in a phase of general decline because 

their “imperial overstretch”. 

That book, which touched the fears and apprehensions of an America worried about the future, is 

the starting point of a period characterized by a syndrome of imminent decline, which involved 

academic and political circles and the mood of the American citizens. Hence, the great success of 

that book, and the publication of many other volumes, that prospected a more or less dramatic 

decline of the United States. 

Now, as then, the phenomenon is repeating. The idea that the United States are entering in a 

phase of inexorable decline, compared to the growing economic and political strength of new 

emerging powers, has become a staple of the analysis on the structure of international relations of 

many authors. In short, the idea that the US are in decline and the future belongs to Russia and 

China is almost become a cliché. 

However it is difficult to agree with this statement, and not only because the US economy 

continues to be vital and innovative and the United States continue to be the breeding ground in 

which are forged those technological innovations that could act as a propellant for future economic 

growth. What is more, it's really difficult to say that the Unites States are declining in front of the 

irresistible rise of China. Probably, it is the opposite: the numbers of the Chinese economy 

continues to deteriorate, while the autonomy of civil society and free enterprise, i.e. the places 

where individuals can create an innovative economy, is shrinking. 

This is an essential element that is necessary to point out. It is generally recognized - from 

Polybius to Machiavelli, from Adam Smith to Acemoglu and Robinson – that the real engine of 

economic growth is represented by that particular institutional architecture that leaves as much free 

space as possible to the market and civil society, that is, the areas in which, also through the 

support of the public sector (see in this regard the important book written by Mariana Mazzucato, 

The Entrepreneurial State), individuals and enterprises can produce innovation. 

In summary, the key of the economic development lies in the relations between, on one hand, 

State power, which owns the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force, and on the other 

hand the market economy and civil society. As Ruben Zorrilla writes “without any limitation of the 

absolute political power, neither the market nor the private property may become relevant and 

autonomous”. In short, if the rule of law guarantees everyone the widest economic freedom and 

the widest freedom of speech, of press, the widest liberty to teach and learn, in brief, the full list of 

civil and political freedoms, then economic growth spontaneously flows out. 

Luigi Einaudi, a great liberal Italian economist, wrote it as best it could not: “Who seeks economic 

remedies to economic problems is on a false path, which can only lead to the precipice.  
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The economic problem is the manifestation and the consequence of a larger spiritual and moral 

problem”. These means, applying this principle to the case of China, that the economic difficulties 

of the Chinese economy does not lie in the economic sphere, but in the way in which political 

power is related with the market economy and civil society. 

While it is true that the economic sphere continues to be dominated by States-Owned Enterprises 

(SOE) in a manner so significant that it is difficult to sustain that the Chinese may be considered a 

market economy, in the meantime it is necessary to report the will of the Chinese leadership, and 

in particular that of the Premier Li Keqiang, to reduce the influence of the State in the economic 

sphere, hence the projects to reform the system of State-Owned Enterprise (SOE) and the 

significant attempts to deregulate many economic sectors. In summary, although the capacity of 

the Chinese State to control the economic sphere continues to be immense, the current political 

leadership is seriously trying to solve the problem reducing it. 

Quite the opposite is the situation with regard to the autonomy of civil society, where the party is 

trying to regain the ground lost in recent years, regaining total control of the Chinese society. 

Examples of this are many and significant. 

On September 6th Ministry of Justice revised rules setting stricter standards for legal practitioners. 

As the Global Times reposts “The revised regulation stipulates that law firms will face 

administrative punishment if they instigate or organize people to stage protests in front of 

government organs to pressure authorities and disrupt public order; jointly release open letters and 

mobilize support online to attack the judicial system; and spread opinions that refute the 

Constitution, endanger national security, or incite public discontent with the Party and government. 

The punishment includes fine, suspension of business or cancellation of the business license”. 

Yuan Yulai, a lawyer at Zhejiang Zhixing Law Firm and member of the All China Lawyers 

Association, told the Global Times that “the revised regulation goes against legal profession”. 

According to the South China Morning Post the new regulation represents a “further move to 

silence lawyers”, which could result in a serious harm to the administration of justice in China. It is 

useful to mention that a right and effective administration of justice was one of the key points of the 

reform plan identified by the same Xi Jinping in 2013, and was an essential part in building the rule 

of law in China. 

According to Cao Siqi, China has tightened its supervision over passports of officials and public 

employees since 2014. Moreover, as many university faculty members previously told the Global 

Times, Chinese universities “started collecting the private passports of associate professors and 

associate researchers this year”. 

The measure is part of the campaign against corruption and the withdrawal of passports could be 

aimed at impede officials fleeing overseas with government funds. However, the measure could 

have serious repercussions on the vitality of the Chinese academia. 

Moreover, as Xinhua News Agency reports Communist Party of China (CPC) organizations at 

various levels have been told “to strengthen 'Party building' in elementary and middle schools and 

integrate their work into all aspects of education and school operations”. A circular jointly released 

by the Organization Department of the CPC Central Committee and the Ministry of Education said 

that “Party organizations should effectively participate in school decision-making and supervision at 

schools”.  

In this same direction goes the decision of the CPC Central Committee and State Council to favor 

an ideology-based instruction in colleges, as “a strategic project that can consolidate the 

foundation [of values] and shape the spirit”. Xinhua News Agency reported that “Chinese 

universities have been urged to strengthen ideological education and champion Marxism, 

traditional culture, socialist core values and the Chinese Dream”.  



Market Economy and Civil Society in China 

Osservatorio Strategico 2016 – Year XVIII issue V 30 

In May, a group of Marxist economists has petitioned the Minister of Education to immediately 

increase the number of Marxist courses for economics students to safeguard what they call the 

country's “ideological security”. The letter said – as the Global Times reports - that many 

undergraduate and graduate students “now lack knowledge of Marxist methodology and some, 

including those who have and will work in government”, and they have been “brainwashed by 

Western theories”, posing a grave threat to the country's security. According to He Ganqiang, one 

of the authors of the letter, “The Westernization of economic [thought] was one of the reasons for 

the Soviet Union's collapse”.  

These words echoes those of the former Ministry of Education, who last year declared that 

universities should avoid use of teaching materials that “disseminate Western values”, and that the 

government “absolutely could not allow teachers to whine while teaching, air their resentments or 

spread negative spirits to their students.” 

This position clashes with the reality. Indeed, the Ministry of Education has helped thousands and 

thousands of Chinese students to study abroad, in particular in American and European 

Universities. As the Wall Street Journal observes Chinese students are “eager to escape flawed 

education systems back home, where low standards are leaving many ill-prepared for a global 

economy. (…) Many Chinese youths see their own universities as diploma mills, churning out 

graduates whose earnings potential is often bleak. Government statistics show the average 

monthly salary for college graduates half a year after leaving school was 3,487 yuan ($539), 

slightly less than what a migrant worker in the construction sector makes on average”. 

China's Ministry of Education in the last decade supported students going abroad and is “actively 

encouraging study-abroad students to return home and serve the nation”. But now something is 

changing and public authority are more and more suspicious about the possible consequences of 

the return of these students who have lived in the free air of Western open societies. This is 

probably the reason why the Party wants to boost its influence over these students the majority of 

which “have no Party affiliation and are open-minded elites involved in business and academia”, as 

the Global Times, writes.  

In this regard, it may be worth to mention also the revival of Marxism in China. Indeed, “As China 

increasingly stresses ideology in education – the Global Times writes - some universities are rolling 

out projects to turn their top students into young Marxists. Through tutorials, field trips to red sites, 

internships and new media platforms, the project aims to strengthen future elites' commitment to 

the Communist Party of China”.  

Besides Public Schools and students’ future, the Chinese Communist Party aims to improve its 

influence over national and foreign NGOs. In September the Ministry of Civil Affairs stated that “the 

construction of Communist Party of China (CPC) branches in social organizations across China 

should begin at the same time that such organizations apply for registration”. Moreover, “Upon 

registration with civil affairs authorities, social organizations in China are required to pledge to 

establish an internal Party branch and report information about Party members in the organization - 

including the total number of its members - to authorities”.  

In August, Li Ruohan and Yang Sheng reported that the convictions of several activists for 

subverting State power “are appropriate and reflect the authorities' heightened awareness of 

destabilizing forces, especially as these activists had been organizing lawyers and petitioners, and 

forging links with overseas anti-China forces to push toward a 'color revolution'”. As Hong Daode, a 

professor at the China University of Political Science and Law, declared to Global Times “What 

those convicted have in common is they were all found to have publicized subversive information 

that threatens national security, including organizing symposiums and seminars”.  

The sum of all these elements is perhaps sufficient to support a hypothesis, that is to say that the 

Chinese authorities are strengthening their ability to control of the Chinese society in order to 
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prevent the infiltration of Western-style ideas that are considered ill-fated to stability of the CCP 

government of China. 

In conclusion, if it is true what Luigi Einaudi wrote, namely that the economic sphere is a 

dependent variable of the spiritual, moral and therefore social sphere, then it can be assumed that 

the more successful will be the CCP in controlling the civil society sphere, the worse could be the 

prospects of the Chinese economy and the long term stability of the Chinese regime. 
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Causes and consequences of Kashmir’s escalation 

 

A deep concern is emerging in the press regarding the rise of tensions in Kashmir. The fear is that 

it may escalate into an armed conflict. International media seem converging on one point: a 

resurgence of violence would be dramatic. According to Time Magazine, war between India and 

Pakistan cannot be ruled out because even though Narendra Modi’s firm strategy seems 

prevailing, the military option cannot be completely ruled out given the many pressures the Indian 

Prime Minister is facing. The Strait Times of Singapore points the finger at the Indian leader, who 

promised to achieve lasting peace, and instead is proving not to be able to dialogue with both the 

militants and the military. The Japan Times is convinced that Modi is able to calm down the 

hawkish sections of his party, but there are concerns that by doing so he will run the risk of letting 

Pakistan perceive India as a weak country. Finally, Al Jazeera believes that India is ignoring that 

the only solution lies in Kashmir self-determination, a strategy that the right wing of Modi’s party is 

resolutely opposing.  

It is very difficult to gauge what is going on in the most problematic area of South Asia not relying 

on first-hand sources that confirm the movements of Indian and Pakistani armies on the border. 

However, it is still possible to formulate some hypotheses on the possible developments of the 

current crisis by connecting the variables that have helped exacerbating it.   

1)  The death of 22-year-old militant Burhan Wani in a gunfight with Indian police on July the 8th 

provoked an unprecedented wave of protests in Kashmir. In the two days following the ambush 

that led to Wani’s capture and killing, hundreds of young people, especially students, poured 

into the streets to condemn a police system that seems determined to stifle Kashmir spirit of 

independence. Before a curfew was imposed on July the 10th, 66 people, mostly students, were 

killed in the clashes against police. 

2)  The curfew lasted over a month, and as soon as it was loosened, at the end of August, protests 

started again. When then, on September the 18th, 18 Indian soldiers were killed in an attack at 

Uri military base, New Delhi attributed the responsibility of the bloodiest attack of the past fifteen 

years to the jihadi group Jaish-e-Mohammed, an organization based in Pakistan. Islamabad 

denied any responsibility in the escalation of tensions in Kashmir, and instead accused India of 

“desperately looking for excuses” to divert the attention of both its nation and the international 

community from the repeated violations of human rights that have been perpetrated in the 

Indian-administrated Kashmir. In the following days, to confirm that this terrible attack would 

have not remained unpunished, India announced a series of "surgical strikes" against suspected 

militants located along the Line of Control that is officially separating Pakistan and Kashmir. 

According to New Delhi’s sources, these strikes "significantly damaged terrorist groups based 

on border areas and massively reduced the risks of new infiltrations." Indian raids, however, 

have been flatly denied by Pakistan, that explained how the deaths that occurred on the border 

were not the result of surgical strikes rather of clashes between the two land forces. 

3)  The harsh verbal confrontation between India and Pakistan has always found good arguments 

in their inability to solve the Kashmir issue. Both countries are claiming full sovereignty over 

Kashmir since 1947. If it is not surprising that the two nations have used very harsh words to 

comment on the current crisis (Indian Minister Rajnath Singh has described Pakistan a terrorist 

State, while Pakistan has condemned the violence and the hypocritical attitude of the Modi 

Government), it is unusual for both nations to have taken advantage of the United Nations stage 

to condemn each other's positions. Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif was the first to 

assume a provoking attitude with his speech at the General Assembly on the 21st of September. 
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Sharif's speech began with a dissertation on the dangers of terrorism on a global scale, then 

turned to Kashmir, emphasising the big mistake that the international community is committing 

by ignoring the escalation of tensions that is fuelling southern Asia. Moreover, differently from 

what happened during several other speeches delivered to foreign leaders (British and 

American in particular); this time Sharif used a very direct language to stress three concepts: 

 Pakistan disposition to dialogue was cancelled by the heavy conditions imposed by India for 

opening a bilateral negotiating table to discuss the issue of Kashmir; 

 The separatist aspirations of Kashmiri younger generations (Burhan Wani was one of its 

main representatives) cannot continue to be repressed by systematically resorting to the use 

of force. It is a matter of maintaining stability avoiding feeding the impatience of the people 

living in these territories as well as of respect of human rights;  

 Pakistan cannot afford continuing to ignore the massive strengthening of Indian army 

positions on the border for long. On the contrary, the country will take all necessary 

measures to ensure a credible level of deterrence.  

It was Gambhir Eenam, First Secretary of the Permanent Mission of India to the United Nations, to 

demand the right to reply to respond to what she called the "unacceptable accusations" of the 

Pakistani leader, and did so with a register just as violent and provocative. She described terrorism 

as "the most important example of violation of human rights", and she accused countries that use 

terrorism as a political strategy to commit "war crimes". Pakistan was also accused of being a 

major supporter of terrorism on a global scale, of having destabilized the whole South Asian 

region, of having exploited international aids to support militants across the region, and to be 

responsible for the loss of thousands of lives. This position was not well received by the Pakistani 

delegation for two reasons: first, its contents were condemned as false and misleading. Second, 

everybody noticed that it was a very young diplomat inside a large delegation of officials higher in 

rank to speak against the Pakistani Premier. A slight that added up to Modi’s unexpected choice to 

boycott the Assembly to protest against Islamabad's support to Kashmiri militants. 

On the 26th of June, the atmosphere at the United Nations General Assembly became tense again 

when the Minister of Foreign Affairs of India, Mrs Shri M. J. Akbar, delivered a strong anti-Pakistan 

speech. She started reiterating why terrorism has to be considered the most serious threat to 

human rights because it regularly and indiscriminately kills innocents. Second, she highlighted that 

to defeat terrorism it is crucial to find out who is behind these groups, who is funding them, and 

who is benefiting from them. The Indian Minister then called on the international community to 

unite against all forms of terrorism, stressing that only by relaunching global cooperation it would 

be possible to stamp it out. Finally, the Minister suggested isolating any nation that for one reason 

or another was rejecting this kind of collaboration, indirectly suggesting that the reluctance to 

coordinate to face the most dangerous threat of our contemporary era implies or hides a direct 

interest in supporting it.  

The Indian Minister did not hide to be aware that there are countries that speak the language of 

terrorism, that help it growing and that are exporting this curse. However, she also added that the 

international community should isolate them.  

Rather than referring to Pakistan directly, the India Minister compared the recent attack against Uri 

military base, in Kashmir, with Nice terrorist attack to clarify that India includes Pakistan among the 

countries that are directly supporting terrorism. The Minister closed her indictment responding point 

by point to Pakistani Premier allegations, specifying that before accusing New Delhi of perpetrated 

violations against human rights in Kashmir, Islamabad should look at itself and admit to have 

smothered with violence the pro-independence aspirations of Baluchistan (the largest region of 

Pakistan, which borders Iran and Afghanistan, which has been in turmoil for more than ten years). 
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Still, the Minister recalled the many attempts made by the Modi Administration to open a channel of 

communication with Pakistan without imposing unacceptable preconditions, and interpreted the 

very few steps forward that have been accomplished so far as a proof of Pakistan disinterest for 

dialogue and cooperation. 

Once the Indian Minister concluded her speech, Pakistan exercised its right of reply and accused 

New Delhi to have tacked its speech on false and spurious arguments to divert international 

attention from the Indian brutal occupation of Kashmir and to discredit evidence that is proving 

New Delhi’s role in supporting and financing the insurrection in Baluchistan. 

It does not happen very frequently to see countries confronting each other in a friendly 

environment such as the one of the United Nations using similar caustic words, and unfortunately 

this attitude has created even more obstacles regarding the achievement of a compromise in 

Kashmir. Further, it should be noted that the Indian Prime Minister decided not to attend this 

important gathering in New York to state his disappointment towards the support Pakistan keeps 

on guaranteeing to terrorists’ groups. As if that were not enough, Modi has also announced the 

intention to boycott the major forum of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 

(Saarc) scheduled for November, and Bangladesh, Bhutan and Afghanistan have anticipated they 

will do the same. If four of the eight Saarc members do not join the November meeting, which will 

be hosted by Islamabad, Pakistan would end up being more isolated than ever. 

Unfortunately, the attacks are continuing, and although the national security advisers of both 

nations agree on the need to contain the escalation, thereby confirming that the channels of 

communication between New Delhi and Islamabad are still open, there are at least three other 

variables to consider to get a clearer picture of the current situation. 

1) Kashmir elections in late 2014, at the end of which none of the contesting parties, the People's 

Democratic Party (PDP) and Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), were able to obtain a clear 

majority, have been defined an “historical" consultation once the two rivals agreed on forming a 

coalition that could offer the region a stable Government and, even more importantly, a shared 

political agenda. Considering the wave of discontent against the government that emerged 

right before 2014 elections, when the new coalition was announced, the full region welcome it 

with lots of hope and expectations. However, although starting off on the right foot, the new 

Government ended up continuing to focus solely on national security issues, without paying 

enough attention to some of the most pressing local economic and social issues, such as 

promoting peace and improving the quality of life of the local population, and this non-

constructive attitude nurtured new distrust and discomfort.   

2) In this context of deep disappointment and frustration at yet another coalition which has been 

proven not to be able to tackle the problems of Kashmir, it becomes easier to explain the 

recent explosion of pro-independence movements. Although the Indian intelligence tends not to 

distinguish between separatists and Islamic militants, there is a big difference between leaders 

such as Burhan Wani and the militants closer to separatist groups. While the latter usually 

support any pro-independence movement, Wani is more the leader on the new generation of 

educated young people which cannot trust the current ruling class and are determined to do 

something to avoid condemning themselves to live the same life of their parents, if not one that 

may be even worse. The fact that Indian police forces have treated Wani as a militant and have 

killed him in a gunshot has been interpreted as yet another attempt by the elite to nip in the bud 

any form of protest. That's why hundreds of students took the streets after Wani’s death, and 

that is why it is legitimate to expect that this internal wave of protest will not stop until and 

unless the Government decides to change its strategy in an effort to regain both stability and 

consensus.  
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3) Just a few analysts have linked the escalation in Kashmir with the appointment of Raja Farooq 

Haider Khan, the Pakistani Muslim League-Nawaz leader's (PML-N) to Prime Minister of Azad 

Jammu and Kashmir, namely the area of Kashmir administered by Pakistan. The party close to 

Premier Nawaz Sharif won July 2016 elections with a significant majority, and unlike the 

oppositions, this party did not emphasize any form of anti-Indian rhetoric, rather reiterated its 

interest in improving the economic conditions of the Pakistani Kashmir while not hiding the 

hope to keep on pressuring the United Nations on allowing Kashmiri people to decide their 

political status with a referendum. The result of this election is relevant because it seems 

proving that Pakistani people are more interested in stability and economic opportunities rather 

than in the political status of their region. 

Many observers have attributed the explosion of tensions in Kashmir to the sudden increase of 

infiltrations of radical groups in the region, which has been explained as a Pakistan's attempt to 

"increase its visibility" in the international community. According to these observers, Islamabad 

holds now a very marginal position on the international chessboard which is the consequence of its 

own reluctance to deal with the escalation of Islamic radicalism that has affected the region, and of 

the gradual rapprochement between India and United States. According to Pradeep Taneja, 

Professor of Asian Studies at the University of Melbourne, Pakistan has been supporting for years 

the rebel groups operating on its borders, and especially in Kashmir, by virtue of the huge interests 

Islamabad has in this region. It is likely that even new pro-independence movements of students 

have been supported by Islamic extremist groups, but this connection is not enough to frame them 

as terrorist movements. Indeed, the fact that we have difficulty to identify themselves even with 

regional Islamic parties tells a lot about the deep sense of dissatisfaction which permeates these 

new generations.  

Today more than ever, India and Pakistan are at a crossroads: Indian inability to understand 

people primary interests, from a political, economic and social perspective, its reluctance to reform 

the rules of engagement of the security forces stationed in Pakistan (which thanks to the 

controversial Armed Forces Special Power Act (AFSPA) continue to enjoy unlimited powers and 

immunity) or to lead a coalition Government; together with the strong support Pakistan grants to 

radical movements and its intransigence on the urgency to resolve the issue of sovereignty of 

Kashmir to begin a dialogue on other cross-border projects has dramatically contributed to 

deteriorate regional stability. In a context where new generations are trying to carry out some forms 

of change, if their interest in dialogue and collaboration is not met by ruling elites, we all run the 

risk of creating fertile ground for radicalisation, or opening new beachhead for IS infiltrations. 

Dialogue, projects promoting inclusive cooperation, co-optation of youth groups in the current 

political system might be useful to create more stability in this area, achieving limited but real 

results. From a medium-term perspective, a similar approach could also improve the credibility of 

the elites and hence the effectiveness of their actions. Unfortunately, the aggressive register 

adopted by Indian and Pakistani representatives during the last UN General Assembly seem 

reducing the chances for dialogue. Under these conditions, it is hard to imagine how to overcome 

the current impasse. That being said, if Narendra Modi will change his mind and join the Saarc 

meeting in November in Islamabad, it would be possible to argue that at least at the diplomatic 

level the desire to avoid a military confrontation is still very strong. 
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The Constitutional reform in Thailand and the future of the 

military regime  

 

From May 2014, after some internal disorders, Thailand is run by a military regime that ousted the 

civilian authorities from the political power. This direct intervention of the Thai Armed Forces in the 

political arena is not a new feature in Thai history, but it was intended as a temporary move in 

order to stabilise the internal situation, then seriously destabilized by the counter position of two 

political factions. The intervention was called “temporary” and “limited”: but today, after more than 

two years, the military is still in power, and recently it has called for a referendum about a new 

Constitution (August 20161). According to the government, the new Constitution should provide 

better stability to the country, while the opposition underlines instead that this reform is just an 

expedient to prolong the influence of the military on internal politics. At the same time, the talks 

with Malaysia and the separatist groups (mainly active in the southern areas of Yala, Pattani and 

Narathiwat) are ongoing, even if during August and September there have been some attacks 

against the population and police forces. Terrorism and the future structure of the state are still the 

main questions for the future of Thailand. 

 

Thailand has a long history of coup d'etat: since the end of the Second World War there have been 

at least fifteen cases, more or less successful. Two of these took place in the 21st century, 

respectively in 2006 and 2014. The effects of the last golpe (22 May 2014) are still ongoing: since 

that day the Thai government is held by the Army general Prayut Chan-Ocha, appointed prime 

minister in August 2014. Formally, the general is the head of government, (“prime minister” is his 

official title) and he chairs the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO), which means the 

government, despite this pretentious name. Considering the inception of the coup d'etat and the 

current military leadership within it (even if formally general Prayut is a “civil leader”), NCPO is 

usually described in mainstream media as a “military junta”.  

Formally, NCPO has been established, or, more precisely, <<has taken control of the 

administration2>>, due to the prolonged <<political impasse, protests and violence>> of 2014: this 

is the official explanation provided on the website of the government. Despite these softer tones, 

this position partly reflects the troubled history of the country. The military in Thailand has 

intervened in 2014 after a long period of internal tensions between the two main political factions of 

the country and the annulment of the legislative elections of March 2014 due to many episodes of 

violence and disorder. This political impasse has triggered the “direct” intervention of the military, 

which took the power, suspended the Constitution, imposed the martial law and fundamentally 

“froze” democracy in Thailand. But, according to the “tradition” of the coup d'etat in Thailand, the 

military does not want to keep the power sine die. They, instead, consider their role as a temporary 

suspension of the constitutional guarantees in order <<to bring back happiness to Thai people and 

foreign nationals residing in Thailand, and to place the Monarchy above all conflicts3>>: the 

possible return to a civilian rule should be scheduled for the next general elections, in spring 2017.  

 

                                                 
1  http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-36972396 
2  http://www.thaigov.go.th/index.php/en/download/item/83780-national-council-for-peace-and-order-ncpo-program-

bring-back-happiness-to-the-nation.html 
 
3  http://www.thaigov.go.th/index.php/en/download/item/83780-national-council-for-peace-and-order-ncpo-program-

bring-back-happiness-to-the-nation.html 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-36972396
http://www.thaigov.go.th/index.php/en/download/item/83780-national-council-for-peace-and-order-ncpo-program-bring-back-happiness-to-the-nation.html
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http://www.thaigov.go.th/index.php/en/download/item/83780-national-council-for-peace-and-order-ncpo-program-bring-back-happiness-to-the-nation.html
http://www.thaigov.go.th/index.php/en/download/item/83780-national-council-for-peace-and-order-ncpo-program-bring-back-happiness-to-the-nation.html
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The military, and the vigilant King (even if he has just passed away) hope that these three years of 

“pause” can allow the different parties to soften their position in order to restore a normal political 

debate in the country, avoiding further violence. It is not accident that the restoring of law and order 

and the end of violence are the first items of general Prayut's programme in 20144. The military has 

then decided a strong move to underline the “new order” for the country, planning an ambitious 

constitutional reform that has been highly criticized both in Thailand and abroad. Beyond the 

repression and the military regime, the new Constitution will be one of the main legacies that the 

NCPO is leaving to its people: therefore, it is important to analyse carefully the implications of this 

new constitution. 

 

The “problem” of the new constitution 

There is a wide literature about the role of constitutions in modern states; here it is enough to 

remember the words of two Italian jurists, Roberto Bin and Giovanni Pitruzzella, who say that the 

Constitution is a source of law but it also has a role of a "political manifesto", because <<this 

document points out the main elements which distinguish a political system5>>.     

The last constitutional reform in Thailand is not just an apparent change, but it has some concrete 

implications on the future structure of the state that NCPO is creating. The constitutional history of 

Thailand is troubled as the history of its government. Since the 30s, Thailand had nearly twenty 

different constitutions, which have been used as a political tool between factions rather than as a 

guarantee for the citizens and the institutions. One of the few elements which has been stable 

through the years (and the constitutions) is the role of the monarchy, the cornerstone of the identity 

of modern Thailand. Until a few weeks ago, the King Bhumibol Adulyadej or Rama IX, born in 

1927, has been a much revered figure in Thai politics: he passed away the 13th October 2016, after 

a long time of tenure. The ties between the monarchy and the armed forces have cemented the 

central role of the King in the Thai political system, and therefore the monarchy itself has always 

been a crucial actor through the various coup d'etat and the constitutions.     

Some ad hoc laws protect the King and its role, and they severely punish any form of defamation 

of the monarch: according to Western standards, these laws are considered very “flexible” and 

“vague”, and in many cases they have been accused to be a tool to repress criticism and dissent. 

These elements represent the continuity with the tradition: it is not a case that the new constitution 

in its opening dedicates 18 articles (articles 6-24) to the role of the King. This new fundamental 

chart has been approved following a national referendum held the 7th August 2016 (55% turnout, 

61, 45% “yes”6); it has 279 articles7 and includes some new features, especially the structure of 

the Senate. Before 2016, the Senate was composed by a half of elected members and a half of 

appointed members: following the new reform, the 200 Senate members will be only appointed 

(art. 107). According to the temporary provisions (art. 269), for five years after the first elections 

following the new constitution, there will be 250 members, appointed by the King and "presented" 

by the NCPO. Fifty of these senators are directly recommended by the NCPO, including the head 

of the national police and the heads of the different Armed Forces. The new Senate will have a sort 

of "veto power" on the bills of the House of Representatives (this body still elected): this innovation 

shows clearly which body can really direct the political processes in future Thailand.  

 

                                                 
4 http://www.thaigov.go.th/index.php/en/download/item/83780-national-council-for-peace-and-order-ncpo-program-

bring-back-happiness-to-the-nation.html 
5   Bin R., Pitruzzella G., Diritto Costituzionale, Giappichelli, 2004. 
6 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-36972396 
7 http://www.un.or.th/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/2016_Thailand-Draft-

constitution_EnglishTranslation_Full_Formatted_vFina....pdf 
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Then, in the last articles, the military junta has decided to keep the NCPO in power until there will 

be new elections (art. 265), that should be called by the NCPO itself.  

Therefore, it is quite easy to understand that the new constitution will confirm what is already 

happening in the country or the strong influence of the military on the government. The new 

composition of the Senate, without any elected representative, underlines the complicated 

transition back to democracy, a transition that will inevitably develop through the military, always 

ready to intervene in national politics. From one side, the junta says that the new constitution will 

bring a certain degree of stability, something appreciated by the population after many years of civil 

disorders. From the other side, many international mass media and NGOs have already labelled 

the reform "the Constitution of the military", and they are also complaining that during the 

campaign before the referendum many activists against this reform have been arrested and 

prohibited to campaign.   

 

The question of southern separatism in Thailand 

One of the main concerns for the military junta, beside internal stabilization and the necessity to 

restore democracy in Thailand, is still the open (and sensitive) issue of radical Islam and 

separatism, a mix rooted in some areas of the south. Here, in the provinces of Pattani, Yala and 

Narathiwat, there is a little but strong Muslim minority that since many years is struggling with the 

central government. During the years, some local armed groups have been a relevant security 

concern for Bangkok. In the last years there have been several hundred deaths, due to terrorist 

attacks which have hit both Buddhist and Muslim people. Several calls for a peaceful settlement of 

the “southern question” did not have any impact, and the coup d'etat did not improve the situation. 

The southern provinces have mainly supported the “no”, clearly showing their disapproval for the 

policies of the government.     

Summer 2016 in Thailand has not been easy: after some attacks in August in seven different 

tourist resorts, in September there have been further episodes of violence (allegedly perpetrated 

by the separatist group Barisan Revolusi Nasional o BRN), including the assassination of a man 

and his 4 years-old daughter nearby a school, an explosion on a train and, lately, an attack against 

the police using a car bomb and then a gunfire8. These attacks happened a few days after the 

group MARA Patani, a coordination of separatist organisations, met in Malaysia with the Thai 

government to talk about a future peace agreement. From its side, it seems that the BRN reacted 

against these peace talks, opting for a more violent approach compared with the “softer” line of the 

MARA Patani. The real question is if this organisation is really capable of “coordinating” and 

representing the different armed groups active in southern Thailand or if there are other groups 

which do not want to be side-lined during the negotiations. The new attacks happened very close 

to the sixth bilateral meeting (formally “annual consultation”) between the prime ministers of 

Thailand and Malaysia, which took place the 9th September 2016. The agenda of this meeting 

shows two main points. The first emphasizes the will to increase the bilateral cooperation in the 

field of security, border controls, fight against international crime, human trafficking, cybersecurity, 

international terrorism and extremism9. Thailand and Malaysia are trying to negotiate the 

construction of a future barrier (probably a fence) between their borders, and also both are trying to 

deepen police cooperation. The second element in the agenda focuses its attention on the border 

area between Thailand and Malaysia, asking to enhance police cooperation in the area and, at the 

same time, to facilitate the peace talks between Bangkok and the separatists.  

Even if the attention of media in the last months has been focused on the referendum, the security 

                                                 
8 http://www.voanews.com/a/thailand-yala-attack/3522202.html 
9 http://www.mfa.go.th/main/en/media-center/14/70051-THE-SIXTH-ANNUAL-CONSULTATION-BETWEEN-THE-

PRIME-MI.html 
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dimension in southern Thailand should not be underestimated. Following the last developments, 

the government has decided to create a special task force led by the deputy defence minister 

Udomdej Sitabutr: the main aim of this new unit is to coordinate the activities of the different 

agencies active in southern Thailand and directly report to the prime minister10. During the next 

months it will be possible to evaluate what will be the results of this “special attention” devoted to 

the south, even if the first reaction of Bangkok seems quite traditional. Udomdej Sitabutr, a general, 

underlines how the armed forces are trying to keep the situation under their control, even if the 

armed repression does not seem the best option to assess and solve the issue of separatism in 

southern Thailand. The ongoing negotiations do not show any possible solution in the short term.  

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The referendum on the new Constitution and a (possible) upswing in terrorist activity in the south of 

the country are the two main issues that the military junta needs to address. The reinstatement of 

democracy and of a “normal” constitution seems to be a medium-term target: despite the 

announcements, it is clear that the military junta still holds firmly the political power, as clearly 

shown during the referendum. The case of Thailand shows that in Asia it is also possible a 

“rollback of democracy”, or, in other words, a “return” to a certain levels of authoritarianism. In this 

region, democracy sometimes cannot be the “end state” of the political development. . 

There are a few ways to put pressure on the country, even if the NGOs are protesting. Thailand is 

a traditional ally of the United States, but after the coup d'etat the relationship is quite cold. On the 

other side, relations with China are warming up: backed by its traditional pragmatism, Beijing had 

some talks with Bangkok to sell some submarines. With its “hard-line” position against the Thai 

junta, is Washington pushing away (in Chinese arms?) an historical ally? Or should the US turn a 

blind eye on the internal situation, in order to avoid a dangerous “pro-China” rapprochement11? The 

answers to these questions are crucial to understand the role of Thailand in the chess game 

between Washington and Beijing. On the internal side, the transition from the military to the civilian 

government in Thailand still looks far.  

                                                 
10 http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/security/1100568/udomdej-to-head-special-delegation-to-south 
11 http://www.wsj.com/articles/a-chance-to-restart-u-s-thai-relations-1458578424 
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EU Defence: France, Germany and Italy between cooperation and 

competition 

 

The referendum on Brexit marked a stop for European integration, though France, Germany and 

Italy decided that this may represent an opportunity to revive the integration process, starting from 

the sector which is more related to state sovereignty: the security and defence. 

The Ukrainian crisis and the terrorist attacks in Belgium, France and Germany contributed to revive 

a subject that seemed destined for oblivion. 

Between August and September 2016, bilateral and multilateral summits were held, such as: the 

Ventotene summit on 22 August, the Warsaw summit of Visegrad Group (Czech Rep., Poland, 

Slovakia and Hungary) on 26 August, and eventually, the summit of heads of State and 

governments of the 27 European Union (EU) Member States in Bratislava on 16 September. The 

informal EU defence minister’s summit was also held in Bratislava on 27 September. This is the 

meeting of the defence minister at the EU Council, but as Common Security and Defence Policy 

(CSDO) is considered as an “intergovernmental” issue, it has never been accepted as the Defence 

minister “format” of the EU Council. For this reason for more than 15 years, Defence ministers 

meet informally alongside the foreign affairs ministers at the EU Council “General Affairs” or 

“External relations”. 

Italy drafted a proposal in European Defence, soon before the France-Germany-Italy summit at 

Ventotene. This has been published on French newspaper “Le Monde” in an article signed by 

Italian defence minister, Roberta Pinotti, and foreign affairs minister, Paolo Gentiloni.1 

On the other hand, France and Germany drafted a joint proposal, which has been leaked in an 

article published by German newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung, and by British newspaper “Financial 

Time” (FT), soon before the EU 27 summit in Bratislava. 2 

In the meantime, as the proposals on European defence follow one another, European countries’ 

management goes on. On 2 October 2016, it was held the referendum in Hungary on the allocation 

of quotas of immigrants within the EU. It did not reach the quorum, but it has had a majority of 95% 

of voters against the EU proposal. On the same day, British Prime Minister, Theresa May 

announced before the BBC and soon after in a speech at the convention of the Conservative Party, 

that the art. 50 TEU notification to activate the procedure to exit from the EU, shall be 

communicated to the European institutions by the end of March 2017. 

             

Proposals by the European Parliament, Italia, and France and Germany 

The German white paper published in July 2016, as already analyzed in a previous issue of 

“Osservatorio Strategico”, proposes some objectives for the Security and Defence Policy of the 

European Union, including the creation of a European pillar of NATO. However, the German White 

Paper does not consider that the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) was established 

after the idea conceived at the Atlantic Council in Washington in March 1999 - just after the 

intervention in Kosovo - to create within NATO a 'European Security and Defence Identity (ESDI). 

The NATO legacy of ESDI is the cause of the lack of success of the ESDP since 1999. 

                                                 
1  Roberta Pinotti, Paolo Gentilini “Il Itali appello à un Schengen de la Défense” in Le Monde, 11 August 2016 
2  Stefan Kornelius “Berlin und Paris spielen Avantgarde” in Süddeutsche Zeitung, 11 September 2016 

http://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/militaereinsaetze-berlin-und-paris-spielen-avantgarde-1.3156796 ; Alex Barker 
“Paris and Berlin push for tighter defence co-operation” in FT 12 September 2016 
https://www.ft.com/content/fd637b0e-7913-11e6-97ae-647294649b28  

 

http://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/militaereinsaetze-berlin-und-paris-spielen-avantgarde-1.3156796
https://www.ft.com/content/fd637b0e-7913-11e6-97ae-647294649b28
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Moreover, German White paper opens to the recruitment of European citizens in the Bundeswehr. 

This is aimed at enlarging the recruitment pool, so as to meet the targets on Bundeswehr 

personnel increase.      

In July 2016, a motion for a European Parliament resolution on the European Defence Union 

(2016/2052(INI)) was published, while waiting for the High Representative, Federica Mogherini, to 

draft a EU white paper on security and defence to be based on the EU Global Strategy already 

published in June 2016.  

 European Defence Union shall be established by means of funds in the next framework 

programme for research, and by means of “permanent structured cooperation” to be established 

under art.46 TEU. 

Defence research funds have been established under the Preparatory Action for defence research. 

This has been proposed at first in the 2003 European Communication on Defence, it was proposed 

again at the European Council in December 2013. On 28 September 2016, European Parliament 

has formally approved funds for the first year at 25 million Euro. Preparatory Action is supposed to 

last for three years, from 2017 to 2019, and it shall cover 100% of costs for defence R&D projects 

in “non-lethal” sectors. Preparatory Action is the preliminary action for a new programme on 

defence research (European Defence Research Programme) totaling more than 3.5 billion Euro in 

2021-2027 timeframe. 

Taking advantage of this pro-active mood, formally started by German White paper, ministers 

Gentiloni and Pinotti signed the appeal on European defence on Le Monde. 

Building on the EU Global Strategy, this proposal tries to establish common military capabilities 

and cooperation in the defence industry. Though rumors that this article may suggest the possibility 

of acquisition of Leonardo Group Spa by Airbus to consolidate the European industry have been 

widely denied. 

The proposal actually refers to the use of Art. 44 TEU (tasks authorized by the High 

Representative by groups of Member States on behalf of "enhanced cooperation") and art.46 

(permanent structured cooperation) as a legal basis for the establishment of a European Defence 

Union - title already utilised by the European Parliament – by means of pioneer groups of Member 

States or a “Schengen” agreement for defence, by creating a "European multilateral force" with a 

common command structure, decision-making mechanisms and budget. This proposal looks 

similar to a reconstitution of Eurofor, though with a dedicated budget.3 

After a few bilateral meetings in July between France, Germany and Italy, Italian prime minister, 

Matteo Renzi invited Chancellor Angela Merkel and French President, François Hollande, to join 

him in Ventotene on 22 August 2016, to discuss about Brexit, and to ask their view on Italian 

approach on European Defence according to “Le Monde” article. During the press conference on 

the carrier “Garibaldi”, the three leaders assured their generic commitment on European Security 

and defence, on Brexit and on a solution to the illegal immigration crisis, Though there was no 

publication of a joint official declaration after the meeting, which is quite unusual for an official 

summit. Some observers have suggested that in view of the presidential elections in France in May 

2017, the German general elections in October 2017 and last but not least the constitutional 

referendum in Italy (at the time of Ventotene summit there was no official date, but it was later fixed 

on 4 December), the three European leaders did not feel to make statements on European 

Defence given the uncertainty about their political future. 

                                                 
3  Eurofor was established in 1995 and based in Florence. It was a high readiness European multilateral force with a 

force command structure and assigned units of France, Italy, Spain and Portugal. It was supposed to perform 
Petersberg tasks for the WEU (Western European Union). It was deployed by the EU in operation “Concordia” in 
Macedonia (FYROM) in 2003. It was disbanded in 2012, but European Gendarmerie force was modelled after 
Eurofor, and Euromarfor is the naval cooperation version of “Eurofor” model. Eurofor differs from Eurocorps – Italy is 
noto part of Eurocorps – as the latter is a joint multinational command with no permanently assigned forces. 
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In August, Chancellor Merkel did a tour de force, thus meeting the European Council President, 

Tusk, on August 18, Renzi and Hollande in Ventotene on August 22, visiting Talinn and Prague 

respectively on 24 and 25 August. On the same day (August 25) she took part to Visegrad group 

summit in Warsaw. The next day, (August 26) she met the Prime Ministers of Denmark, Finland, 

Sweden and the Netherlands in Mesenberg. Again in Meseberg, she met the Austrian Chancellor 

and the Prime Ministers of Bulgaria, Croatia and Slovenia. 

At the Visegrad group summit in Warsaw, just a few days after Ventotene, Chancellor Merkel 

avoided to make statements on European Defence. Although prime ministers of Poland, Czech 

Rep., Slovakia and Hungary wanted her to take commitments on this matter. In Warsaw, 

Hungarian prime minister, Viktor Orban, and his Czech prime minister, Bohuslav Sobotka 

proposed to establish a European military force. 

Nonetheless, the facts denied the hypothesis of a prudent Chancellor Merkel waiting for German 

elections. On 11 September 2016, just a few days before the Bratislava summit, German 

newspaper “Süddeutsche Zeitung” leaked a Franco-German plan for European defence. This is a 

six-page document signed by the Ministers of Defence of France and Germany, Jean-Yves Le 

Drian and Ursula Von Der Leyen. 

This proposal represented a deny, or better the lack of support, of Italian proposal. Italian proposal 

was published on Le Monde to involve France at least. 

Süddeutsche Zeitung states that after Brexit there will be “no opposition from the British (…) like a 

lightning, the two States took this opportunity: Germany and France have left their European spirit 

flashing and are now pioneering (on European Defence)". 

Franco-German project “a Revitalization of the common security and defence policy” (in German: 

Neubelebung der gemeinsamen Sicherheits- und Verteidigungspolitik) tries to fill the gap in 

European Defence, which will be opened wide by the British exit, in particular in command 

structure, special forces, defence procurement procedures, budget transparency and other issues.  

Franco-German proposal set a medium term objective the establishment of a permanent European 

headquarters for planning and conducting of EU operations. 

This idea is not new, it recalls a similar 2003 proposal by France and Germany, later joined by 

Belgium and Spain. This issue was raised during the heightening of 2003 Iraq crisis. In French 

President Chirac’s view, this proposal was instrumental to a decrease of relevance of NATO, as he 

considered it to be too prone to Mr Bush and Blair’s decisions. At the time the dispute was solved 

by   creating a NATO-EU command system as proposed by a document of Italian EU presidency at 

the European Council in December 2003. This document was based on Operational HQ to be 

provided by Member States, such as France (Mont Valérien), Germany 

(Einsatzführungskommando der Bundeswehr, Potsdam), Greece (Larissa), Italy (COI of 

Centocelle, Rome) and the United Kingdom (Permanent Joint HQ in Northwood). For instance, 

British Northwood HQ was utilised as HQ for EUNAVFOR Med. It then handed over to COI in 

Rome with the new phase of EUNAVFOR MED operation “Sophia”. 

Multinational HQ structures such as Eurocorps should be recognised at EU level, as a permanent 

structured cooperation, in conformity with art 46 TEU to act as a HQ cell for EU military operation, 

The Franco-German proposal seems to be heading this way: 

“Although the proposal is aimed at all the 27 EU member states (excluding the UK), France and 

Germany would like to apply an article of the Lisbon Treaty that allows a 'permanent structured 

cooperation', which under the PESCO acronym provides a Europe at different speeds. 

Although, already by tradition, in deference to British feelings, defence has been excluded in 

many policy areas, this now has to change.” 
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“The EU has the unique ability to use and combine military and civilian instruments”. Other 

initiatives are the establishment of a Common Air Transport Command (EATC although it 

already exists) a European medical command, and common training of European officers. 

Air transport and medical corps are among the identified European military capability gaps. It is 

often not possible to plan military operations in Africa due to lack of medical facilities on site and 

the problem of healthcare for military personnel. 

The training of officers could take place either through a common curriculum of the courses of the 

national military schools, either through the establishment of common European military school. 

In essence, the European headquarters should be as a link to other structures of the Franco-

German document: to coordinate military operations, receiving data from European satellites and 

to oversee the logistical and medical capabilities in the operations. One day, its general staff will be 

made up of officers trained by the European common curriculum or in the common European 

military school. 

Franco-German proposal also aims at bettering military operation financing. These are now ruled 

by   “Costs lie where they fall” principle, though common costs of EU operation are under “Athena” 

mechanism established already in 2003. Franco-German proposal would strengthen the Athena 

mechanism by establishing a specific code for military operations costs.    

Franco-German proposal also suggests a conflict prevention system by increasing the stability of 

African countries, by means of new aid cooperation funds. Though, as the document says, NGO 

controlling the existing aid funds would oppose to a re-orientation of aid and cooperation funds. 

Regarding defence industry cooperation, the document mentions projects already approved by the 

EDA and European Council in December 2013, such as the development of a European 

Unmanned aircraft (RPAS MALE 2025), air-to-air refueling aircraft, and a single Cyber-defence. 

This also mentions NATO commitments such as the NATO target to devote 20% of defense 

budget to defense procurement and R&D. 

As Süddeutsche Zeitung states, it is an innovative proposal to project a European satellite 

capability with military applications for situational awareness in particular for naval operations. This 

is a lesson learned of German participation to EU naval operation “Atalanta”, which has been also 

included in teh EU maritime strategy. The EU could receive data from other Member States 

sources such as Composante Spatiale Optique (CSO), French satellite reconnaissance or German 

satellite system SARah. These are programmes already planned for MUSIS programme. Oddly 

enough, there is no mention to Franco-Italian programmes, which are already operational and 

working, such as Cosmo-Skimmed or SICRAL II for secure communications.  

Moreover, as the FT states, the document: “stops short of explicitly suggesting assets such as 

drones or ships should be developed, owned and run by EU institutions”. On this matter, Italy has 

developed a solution for a single operational picture for maritime awareness in harmonizing data 

received from sensors on space, UAV platforms or sea and land radars.4 Italians know how 

developed in this specific domain since “Mare Nostrum” operation, could be a key capability to be 

brought at European level.  

To tell the truth, not to mention Italy, was not “oddly enough”, but it was just instrumental. As a 

matter of fact, France and Germany could support Italy and helping in developing together a 

common proposal on defence, but they just decided to make it on their own. 

 

 

                                                 
4  Cfr Claudio Catalano “Italy’s Cyber and Space Security Policies” in Caroline Baylon “Challenges at the Intersection of 

Cyber Security and Space Security” Chatham House, Research Paper, December 2014, p.28 
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publication/challenges-intersection-cyber-security-and-space-security-country-and-
international  

https://www.chathamhouse.org/publication/challenges-intersection-cyber-security-and-space-security-country-and-international
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publication/challenges-intersection-cyber-security-and-space-security-country-and-international
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State of the Union and European Council in Bratislava 

In his State of the Union speech on 14 September 2016, EU Commission President Jean-Claude 

Juncker praised France, but not the United States or NATO, by stating that: “Europe can no longer 

afford to piggy-back on the military might of others or let France alone defend its honor in Mali.” 

Juncker has above all mentioned most of Franco-German proposal such as that on EU HQ: 

“without a permanent structure we cannot act effectively. Urgent operations are delayed. We have 

separate headquarters for parallel missions, even when they happen in the same country or city. It 

is time we had a single headquarters for these operations.”  

On funding, he went even further than the Franco-Germans: “We should also move towards 

common military assets, in some cases owned by the EU. And, of course, in full complementarity 

with NATO.” 

By encouraging the use of permanent structured cooperation and a two-speed Europe he said: 
“The Lisbon Treaty enables those Member States who wish, to pool their defence capabilities in 
the form of a permanent structured cooperation. I think the time to make use of this possibility is 
now. And I hope that our meeting at 27 in Bratislava a few days from now will be the first, political 
step in that direction.” 
The following statement is an involuntary quotation of an Italian report:5 

“The business case is clear. The lack of cooperation in defence matters costs Europe between €25 
billion and €100 billion per year, depending on the areas concerned. We could use that money for 
so much more...” 
It seems an endorsement of Franco-German proposal, but in truth it refers to the Preparatory 

Action:  

“For European defence to be strong, the European defence industry needs to innovate. That is why 
we will propose before the end of the year a European Defence Fund, to turbo boost research and 
innovation...” 
Nonetheless, if European Defence funds will be intercepted by French or German defence 

industry, as for instance by Kant (KraussMaffeiWegemann and Nexter) to develop new Main battle 

tank “Leopard III”, it is more a matter of the effectiveness Italy’s country system, than of the 

creation of new funds by EU institutions.   

It is also to remind that President Juncker took off defence issues from High Representative, 

Mogherini to give it specifically to Michel Barnier. 

At Bratislava summit on 16 September 2016, under Slovak presidency of the EU, the Franco-

German proposal on EU permanent HQ has been widely debated, and it was particularly 

supported by French president Hollande. France is of course in favor of leading this effort by 

means of the establishment of permanent structured cooperation for each single initiative. 

President Hollande has motivated Franco-German effort as a reaction to US phased withdrawal 

from Europe. This statement is no longer true, after president Obama’s European Reassurance 

Initiative (ERI), as formulated in Warsaw in June 2014, deployed 5.000 US military personnel 

between Poland and Baltic States, with a 2017 budget request of 3.5 billion of dollars. 

France would also establish a R&D and defence industry fund by utilizing EU bonds. This idea was 

already floated by former Italian finance Minister, Giulio Tremonti, but Germany opposes to such 

initiative as it stays loyal to the Stability Pact.     

In any case, EU Commission would establish common military capabilities, an EU HQ and before 

the end of the year a European Defence Research Programme. These are proposal supported by 

most Member States, with may be the exception of the EU HQ.  

Furthermore, there is consensus on external borders control, as stated by European Council 

president, Donald Tusk.  

                                                 
5  Valerio Briani “i costi della non-europa della difesa” Istituto Affari Internazionali, Roma Centro Studi sul federalismo, 

Torino, aprile 2013 http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/CSF-IAI_nonEuropadifesa_aprile2013.pdf  

http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/CSF-IAI_nonEuropadifesa_aprile2013.pdf
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Bratislava roadmap plans before the end of the year, full capability of raid reaction for European 

Coast Guard, which has been officially established on September 17. This was the only project on 

which France, Germany and Italy totally agreed. France would provide the Coast Guard with 170 

personnel which would be under the responsibility of Frontex agency in Poland. A European Travel 

Information and Authorization System (ETIAS) has been established on the model of ESTA of the 

United States.  

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Bratislava roadmap on defence plans the European Council in December 2016 to decide on a 

European Defence Action Plan and for the immediate application of NATO-EU joint declaration. 

After European Council in December 2016, the 27 heads of State and governments will meet again 

for an informal summit in early 2017 in La Valletta, Malta.  

At Bratislava, on 27 September was also held the informal defence minister summit, which was 

headed by High Representative Mogherini, who reported on the progress of the European Global 

Strategy and she hosted NATO secretary general, Jens Stoltenberg who reported on the progress 

of Warsaw NATO-EU joint declaration.  

However, key decisions have been postponed to the Rome summit in March 2017, on the occasion 

of 60th anniversary of Treaties of Rome. This was also confirmed at Bratislava, by Chancellor 

Merkel and President Hollande, as they shall be still in office at that date.  

In this view, Prime Minister May’s art.50 TEU notification will most probably be delivered at the 

Rome summit. By the end of March 2017, Juncker plan shall be launched with 630 billion Euro to 

finance several project to support GDP in Member States. 

Rome summit in March 2017 could be also an opportunity to re-launch an Italian initiative on 

European defence. 
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The end of the Mercosur? 

 

When, in 1991, in the Paraguay capital of Asunción, the representatives of Argentina, Brazil, 

Paraguay and Uruguay decided to found the Mercado Común of the Sur (Mercosur), it seemed 

that these countries intended to connect their own destinies. At that time, the world was 

conditioned, in fact, to arrival of the end of the cold war represented as "the end of the history" and 

the beginning of a new era of world politics. South America, in short, as with other sub-continental 

structures, would have been able to overcome the national borders to unite to a 'new', 

interconnected, democratic and globalized world, thanks to the circulation of commodities and 

individuals. In this way, Mercosur, hauled along by the Brazilian and Argentinian locomotives, 

would have contributed to creating a climate of beneficial harmony to achieve this objective. From 

the outset, the purposes that this institution had were exquisitely of a commercial and economic 

nature: "the free circulation of goods, services and productive factors among the countries, though, 

among the other things, the elimination of the customs rights and the non-tariff restrictions", "the 

establishment of a common external customs and the adoption of a common commercial policy in 

relationship to third States", "the coordination of economic and sectorial policy among the 

Countries members", "the appointment of States members to harmonize their own legislations in 

the pertinent areas, to gain a strengthening of the process of integration."1 There was, in short, a 

'Zeitgeist', a spirit of the times that, in the Nineties, in South America was, after all, in line with the 

rest of the world. 

Today, nevertheless, the Mercosur reveals itself as an obsolete political institution, tired, slow and, 

to a certain extent, useless. During the lecture organized to celebrate 25 years from the signing of 

the Treaty, the minister of Foreign Affairs of Uruguay, Rodolfo Nin Novoa, has underlined that " the 

consolidation of the anticipated pace of integration in the Treaty [of Asunción] have slow down  due 

to external and inside crisis (inside the Mercosur and inside every country member) [….] Today, 

twenty-five years after the Treaty of Asuncion, we have to recognize along the way that there have 

been advancements and pauses; impulses and brakes; defeated challenges and others as yet 

unfinished."2 This perception fortifies what Tabaré Vásquez, President of the Uruguayan Republic, 

said, in December of 2015, when he had assumed the provisional Presidency of the Mercosur. As 

the daily newspaper of Montevideo El Pais quoted, speaking of his election, "Vásquez has 

assumed [...] the presidency of the Mercosur with the aim of pulling out of the quagmire".3 

The reasons that have created the perception of the Mercosur in this way are manifold, and it can 

substantially divided in three main circles: the first one being of an economic nature; the second of 

an internal political nature; the third circle refers to reasons for international politics. 

 

The economic crisis 

Since its birth, the fortunes of the Mercosur have been tied up to with the fortunes of the two 

Countries that, from a geographical and economic dimension, had driven the regional organization: 

Argentina and Brazil.  

                                                      
1  These quotations come from Asunción Treaty, signed the 26th of March 1991 [available on line at 

http://www.mercosur.int/innovaportal/file/719/1/CMC_1991_TRATADO_ES_Asuncion.pdf, last access: 29/09/2016]. 
2  «Reflexiones y Desafíos para el MERCOSUR a 25 años del Tratado de Asunción. Intervención del Sr. Canciller 

Rodolfo Nin Novoa», 25/04/2016. 
3  «Vásquez prometió sacar al Mercosur de su ‘fatiga’» in El País, 21/12/2015 [disponibile on line a 

http://www.elpais.com.uy/informacion/uruguay-asume-presidencia-mercosur-macri-venezuela.html, last access: 
1/10/2016]. 

http://www.mercosur.int/innovaportal/file/719/1/CMC_1991_TRATADO_ES_Asuncion.pdf
http://www.elpais.com.uy/informacion/uruguay-asume-presidencia-mercosur-macri-venezuela.html
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There is no doubt, therefore, that the great and long economic crisis that swept across both the 

Countries has conditioned and continues to condition largely the realization of the intentions of the 

Mercosur.  

There are, at least, four years, in fact, that economic indicators in Brazil and Argentina recorded 

first of all a deceleration, and then a stop, sinking into a situation whose solution appears ever 

more complex. 

The data elaborated by the U.N. agency Eclac (Economic Commission for Latin America and the 

Caribbean) show that both countries have suffered, beginning in 2010, with a gradual lowering of 

the GDP. The Argentinian case has shown great variability: if, at the end of 2010, the GDP 

recorded a 10,4% increase in comparison to 2009, in 2011 the increase was 6,1% and in 2012 it 

made a record negative variation equal to 1,1% which has been followed, in a sort of fluctuating 

oscillation, by +2,3% in 2013 to -2,6% in 2014, to +2,4% in the 2015.4 An economic performance 

accompanied by an increase in the deficit of the State that, since 2011, suffered a great deficit 

always in terms percentages calculated on the base of the GDP. It concerns a background in the 

full understanding of the chronic trait of the Latin-American economic history: the increase of 

inflation. 

Partially different from the Brazilian case, where the deceleration has been gradual. At the end of 

2010, the data elaborated by Eclac revealed that the increase of the GDP amounted to 7,5%. This 

increase has lost propulsive momentum, decreasing from 3,9% in 2011, to the 1 ,9% in 2012, to 

3% in 2013 and finally stopping at 0,1% in the 2014. The 2015 economic performance illustrated, 

then, the data of a fierce recession: the annual GDP, in this case, is reduced to 3,9%.5 Besides 

this, the recession prompted a fall in the investments, in the consumption of the families and 

production of industry and services. Besides this, a slight increase in the public debt is recorded 

increasing from 33,1% of GDP (in December 2014) to 39,6% of GDP (in May of the 2016). 

Today, the Argentinian-Brazilian engine no longer appears to work. And the Mercosur doesn't 

seem able to find in other country members with such a vital push. In fact, the economic data of 

the other 'giant', Venezuela, officially entered the Mercosur in 2012, is far from comforting: GDP is 

in free fall and inflation is out control due to the fact that the Venezuelan economy is one of the 

worse of the continent.6 

 

Political Crisis 

A further angle from which one can observe the crisis of the Mercosur is that of politics. As I said, 

at its origins, the Mercosur had been thought of and projected as an area of free market. Over the 

passing of time, however, the four founding States have widened their original intentions. In 1998, 

in fact, they signed the protocol of Ushuaia (the signature involved, in truth, not only the founding 

States but also Bolivia and Chile), protocol with which the so-called 'democratic clause' was 

established, according to article 1 of the document, "the full validity of the democratic institutions is 

an essential condition for the development of the processes of integration."7 

                                                      
4  These Datas, calculated at constant 2010 prices, are available on line at 

http://interwp.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Economico.html?pais=ARG&idioma=spanish, last access: 
4/10/2016. 

5  These Datas, calculated at constant 2010 prices, are available on line at 
http://interwp.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Economico.html?pais=BRA&idioma=spanish, last access: 
4/10/2016. 

6  These Datas, calculated at constant 2010 prices, are available on line at 
http://interwp.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Economico.html?pais=VEN&idioma=spanish, last access: 
4/10/2016. 

7  «Protocolo de Ushuaia sobre el compromiso democrático en el Mercosur, la República de Bolivia y la República de 
Chile» [available on line at 

http://interwp.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Economico.html?pais=ARG&idioma=spanish
http://interwp.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Economico.html?pais=BRA&idioma=spanish
http://interwp.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Economico.html?pais=VEN&idioma=spanish
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In other words, issues such as the involvement in politics of the civil society, the democratization of 

policy making, the regional citizenship entered in the Mercosur debate.  

In such a way, the banner of the 'democracy' was used -as it still uses today- in the internal debate 

within the regional aggregation. A point in case is that of the political crisis of Paraguay in June of 

the 2012. A week after the deposition of Fernando Lugo, in fact, the governments of Argentina, 

Brazil and Uruguay pronounced the supporting of suspension of Paraguay up to April 2013. Such a 

resolution, was approved during the Meeting of Mendoza, based essentially on the idea that "the 

spirit of the protocol (of Ushuaia) was that to restore the institutional characters [of the Countries 

members] without causing problems to the operation of the economic group".8 

One must not forget, furthermore, that the matter of the democracy has very rarely been effective 

in the political activities of the Mercosur. In such a sense, one can assume that the democratic 

system rises to a 'demiurgic' function, in some aspects, taking in consideration that the promotion 

of democratic institutions doesn't enter strictu sensu among the functions of the Mercosur. These 

institutions, however, are not in healthy state: in fact, they come into contact with inefficient and 

corrupt practices all too often. This is the image photographed by the Ong Corporación 

Latinobarómetro, that recently published, as from more than twenty years to this part, the results of 

their surveys: "for the fourth consecutive year, the support for democracy (in Latin America) has 

not improved, recording a decrease of two percentage points in comparison to 2015, reaching at to 

54% [of the those interviewed] in 2016."9 According to the data, those people that felt dissatisfied 

with the performances of the democratic systems (62% in 2016) increased and those satisfied 

(34%) decreased: one can note that this two trends could be seen as coexisting in the light of the 

idea (diffused soon less than half interviewed) that is better to live under a non-democratic 

government if it improve the real (economic) problems of the Country. This perception is 

accentuated by the low degree of trust that Latin-American surveyed assigned to existing 

institutions in each Country: while the Church and the Armed Forces keep gaining good 

percentages (66% and 50% respectively in 2016), the eminently political institutions – such as the 

Government, Parliament and political parties have limited their already scarce approval. The 

support of the Latin-American people toward their own governments has recently reached an all-

time low. While "in 2009, there were six presidents that had more than the 70% of approval and 

only two having with less than one third", "today, on average, from 2010, the support for the 

governments of the region has been has dropped since 60% to 38%, losing 22 percentage 

points.”10 

It is evident, therefore, that the crisis that the Mercosur has been confronted can be considered as 

part of the huge crisis that has been conditioned the majority of the South-American and Latin-

American political institutions for at least five years. The Mercosur, as Andrés Malamud has 

illustrated, represents an extreme form of inter-governamentalism, rechristened 'inter-

presidentialism.”11 

Another critical element, then, exists. The use of the democratic rhetoric does not correspond, in 

fact, to the strength in institutional support of the democratization of the practices and the 

procedures of the Mercosur. 

                                                                                                                                                                                
http://www.mercosur.int/innovaportal/file/4054/1/1998_protocolo_es_ushuaiacomprodemocraticomcs-bych.pdf, last 
access: 5/10/2016]. 

8  This quotation was replied by many press agency. See, for example: «El Mercosur suspendió a Paraguay y oficializó 
el ingreso de Venezuela», in La Nación, 29/06/2012 [available on line at http://www.lanacion.com.ar/1486249-
cumbre-mercosur-cristina-kirchner-paraguay, last access: 7/10/2016]. 

9  Corporación Latinobarómetro, Informe 2016, p. 8. 
10  Ivi, p. 35. 
11  A. Malamud, «Presidential Diplomacy and the Institutional Underpinnings of Mercosur. An Empirical Examination», in 

Latin American Research Review, vol. 40, n. 1, 2005, pp. 138-164. 

http://www.mercosur.int/innovaportal/file/4054/1/1998_protocolo_es_ushuaiacomprodemocraticomcs-bych.pdf
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/1486249-cumbre-mercosur-cristina-kirchner-paraguay
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/1486249-cumbre-mercosur-cristina-kirchner-paraguay
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In the fourth section of the 1994 Ouro Preto protocol, a joint parliamentary commission of the 

countries of the Mercosur was created, a commission composed of a paritary number of members 

for each State. From its 'ashes', in 2005, the Parliament of the Mercosur (Parlasur) was been 

created and it became operational in the 2007. 

From 2011, each Country has had to elect their own representatives in the Palasur employing 

universal suffrage (this election would become simultaneous amongst all countries in 2015). At 

present, only the representatives of Argentina and Paraguay have been elected directly trought 

universal suffrage, while Brazil and Uruguay have programmed only the elections, for 2018 and 

2019 respectively, and such an initiative does not appear to exist on the horizon of Venezuelan 

politics. 

 

International crisis 

The critical period that the Mercosur is living through is also derived from international dynamics. 

The crisis has taken root in the problematic relationship that Argentina and Brazil have had in the 

first years of the XXI century. In those years, in fact, a sort of acceleration of the Brazilian economy 

is verified and was accompanied by a great activism in the international arena. Particularly, during 

the presidencies of Luis Ignacio da Silva (Lula), Brasilia strengthened the bonds with the countries 

of the group Brics. Brazil, ridding itself of the complex of ‘vira lata’ (‘stray dog’) that had shaped a 

great deal of its foreign policy during the XX Century, had begun to take its place at the tables of 

the 'Great of the Earth': the Brazilian economic locomotive gave, in short, a new breath of life to its 

foreign policy. This happened while Argentina remained on the borders of international politics: 

partly, because of the difficult relationship (normalized by 2005) with the international financial 

institutions, such as the International Monetary Fund and World Bank; partly, because during the 

first decade of the XXI Century, Argentina drew close to the Cuban-Venezuelan axle. The 

Mercosur remained, therefore, in Argentinian eyes, a non essential choice perceived, rather, as a 

useful institution to Brazil to manifest its own sub-continental and world power. Simply for this 

reason, Argentina, during the period of the Kirchner presidencies (before with Néstor and, then, 

with Cristina) tried to promote the formation of a further sub-continental block, the Unión de las 

Naciones Sudamericanas (Unasur). The existence, in the Latin-American area, of sovra-national 

group with varying geometries put in second place the Mercosur, both for commercial and 

economic objectives, and for (few) political objectives. In this game of jealousies and exacerbated 

nationalisms, the Mercosur slowly impoverished itself and lost propulsive strength. And it true that 

some member States of the Mercosur that, according to the subject of economy and international 

commerce, have moved in an entirely autonomous way. One can think about the case of Uruguay 

that has tightened a commercial accord with the European Union by-passing the negotiation, by 

now standing for years, between Mercosur and Eu. Always Uruguay recently has consistently 

moved toward tightening the commercial accords with Chile (State in partnership to the Mercosur), 

while Argentina closed itself to Alianza del Pacifico, sub-regional group –born a few years ago- in 

which Chile, Perù, Colombia and Messico are joined. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The crisis of the Mercosur, as you have seen, is developing not at an easy historical moment for 

the economies and the political institutions of the South-American Countries. The perspectives for 

the future don't allow envisaging anything positive for the 2016. The economy does not seem, in 

fact, as if it will improve in next year. The Eclac has esteemed a fall of the GDP for Argentina, 

equal to 1,5%, 3,5% for Brazil and 8% for Venezuela.  

 

 



The end of the Mercosur? 

Osservatorio Strategico 2016 – Year XVIII issue V  50 

In this final analysis, the whole Latin American region would not improve considering that on 

average, it should lose around 1% the GDP, during this year in comparison to the 2015.12 

The first small beginnings of growth are anticipated from the Eclac for 2017, thanks to the forecast 

of an increase in prices of the primary sources: the sustainability of this growth will depend only on 

the ability of the governments of “making the investments dynamic and increasing productivity." 

Passing to the political agenda, the analysis of the trends of the past years doesn't leave much 

opening for the optimism:  it is unlikely that the various cases of corruption, that have struck part of 

the South-American leadership in 2016, would increase the trust of the people toward the political 

system and , in general, politics. The internal crisis of Venezuela could bring forward its expulsion 

from the Mercosur from the 1 December: the founding Countries of the Mercosur accuse Caracas 

of not completing what was established by the accords of free commerce and, for not having done 

this, Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay firmly held the Venezuelan assumption (election) of the 

temporary presidency of the Mercosur last June. 

It is not surprising that the problematic issues of the national economies and the political 

institutions in Latin America have deep roots, but the real point is if the South-American States 

want to consider the Mercosur as an opportunity to overcome this crisis: till now, it seems unlikely 

this will happen. 

                                                      
12  «La CEPAL empeoró pronóstico sobre PBI de Argentina: -1,5% en 2016», in Ambito.com, 26/06/2016 [available on 

line at http://www.ambito.com/848562-la-cepal-empeoro-pronostico-sobre-pbi-de-argentina--15-en-2016, last access: 
10/10/2016]. 

http://www.ambito.com/848562-la-cepal-empeoro-pronostico-sobre-pbi-de-argentina--15-en-2016
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Toward a greater importance of nuclear weapons 

 
Given that the State Department has just announced the end of negotiations with the Russian 

Federation on Syria and that President Putin has officially announced the arrest of the program 

leading to the disposal of highly enriched plutonium used to build nuclear weapons, relations 

between the United States and the Russian Federation now seem to go through a phase of sharp 

deterioration. However, the strategic balance between the Russian Federation and the United 

States keeps been defined by a high degree of mutual vulnerability. In other words, both parties 

continue to have the ability to cause an unprecedented level of destruction to the other, even in the 

face of the efforts to prevent, or to defend, from such a threat. 

At first glance, mutual vulnerability would seem to call off the salience of nuclear weapons in the 

relations between the United States and the Russian Federation. Still, nuclear weapons continue to 

play a very important role in the set of bilateral relations and, as a matter of fact, their role is 

probably increasing. In the last days of his second administration, President Obama seems to 

return to the bold vision announced in his first major foreign policy address. In Prague, in April of 

2009, the new president identified in nuclear disarmament a major goal of his administration, 

painting the vision of a world free of nuclear weapons. More than seven years later, the Obama 

administration seems to consider the possibility of deeply changing US nuclear policy. Apparently, 

a US renunciation of the first use of nuclear weapons could be only a matter of time, because the 

White House does not need congressional approval to implement that decision. However, this 

potential move has already sparked strong opposition, both at national level and international level, 

as demonstrated by the response of the European and Asian allies. 

The creation of the biennial nuclear summit and the visit to Hiroshima, the first ever by a US 

president in office, represent important efforts to put nuclear disarmament up to the global agenda. 

Nevertheless, the only major success in the field of nuclear disarmament so far reached by the 

Obama administration is the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 2010 (START 2010), designed to 

dramatically reduce the size of the nuclear arsenals of the two Cold War old rivals. 

 

The Baltic theater as strategic priority 

Leaving aside a relatively peripheral Syrian crisis, an eventual conflict in the Baltic seems 

presumably bound to lead to some kind of nuclear weapon use. Currently there are two major 

theaters of direct relevance for the Atlantic Alliance, the Baltic and the Ukraine. Obviously there are 

significant differences. Unlike the Baltic States, Ukraine is not a NATO member. True and deep are 

the security concerns amid the Allies located in the region of the Baltic Sea Moreover, any attempt 

at defense against an invasion, and rejection of the forces that may enter in the Baltic States, could 

not fail to request the launch of attack operations well within the Russian Federation. The security 

of the Baltic region depends upon external military support from the Atlantic Alliance in order to 

defend both their territorial integrity as well as the aerial and naval domains influencing their 

prospects. As a consequence, the concerns about the much discussed hybrid war, the high-end 

conventional and nuclear capabilities of the Russian Federation, and their related employment 

strategies are getting stronger and stronger. Awareness in Western capitals that the warfare 

integrated approach decided by the Russian Federation, ultimately enhanced by the unambiguous 

possibility of nuclear escalation, presents a major problem for the security of the Allies and 

undermines the credibility of American extended deterrence, is on the rise. 



Transatlantic Relation and NATO 

Osservatorio Strategico 2016 – Year XVIII issue V 52 

As a result, both the United States and the Atlantic Alliance are carefully strengthening their 

conventional forces in Europe, and adjusting to new circumstance their nuclear strategy, as 

demonstrated last July by the NATO Warsaw Summit. On the other hand, since the sign of START 

2010, progress towards further reductions in nuclear weapons is scarce. In addition to the general 

deterioration in bilateral relations, this lack of results in the nuclear dialogue is mainly due to these 

two countries different approach to nuclear issues. The United States would like to lower the limits 

set by START 2010 and to involve in every possible new negotiation non strategic nuclear 

weapons and the weapons held in reserve.  

The Russian Federation would rather tie to the negotiations the missile defense systems and the 

very controversial high speed and high precision new weapons system, given that they are 

deemed able to perform tasks so far typical only of nuclear warheads. 

 

After START 2010 

At the time of signing of START 2010, the Obama administration has expressed its interest to a 

new negotiation that should have involved all Russian and US nuclear weapons, strategic and 

nonstrategic, deployed and non-deployed. In June 2013, President Obama has also proposed to 

reduce by one third the numbers disposed by START 2010; something that if ever implemented 

would bring the number of strategic warheads at the disposal of the two great nuclear powers just 

over a thousand each. It remains to be seen whether the next US administration, whatever it will 

be, will try to catch up with the Russian side for further reductions of their nuclear arsenals. 

Finally, for the United States it is a priority to bring the Russian Federation to respect the 

Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) signed back in 1987. According to the Obama 

administration, testing an intermediate range cruise missile launched from the ground the Russian 

Federation has violated the INF. If Russia's compliance with the treaty will not be restored, 

independently from the identity of the next administration, the Senate will never proceed toward the 

ratification of a new nuclear disarmament treaty is something almost unthinkable. In addition, the 

Allies do not seem at this time particularly eager to challenge the Russian Federation on the INF 

issue. In Germany there is a strong opinion that a Russian withdrawal from the INF would deeply 

shake the entire regional security architecture. Moreover, the Atlantic Alliance internal divisions in 

this regard are clear. It is not by chance that in the final communiqué of the Warsaw Summit the 

Atlantic Alliance has refrained from officially recognizing the Russian non compliance with the INF. 

For its part, the Russian Federation has really delivered a low interest for the negotiation of new 

nuclear reductions. For the Russian Federation the priority is curtailing missile defenses. As a 

result, the Russian Federation has proposed a treaty binding the two countries not to aim their 

respective strategic missile defenses against each other ballistic missiles. Such a Treaty would 

embrace a set of criteria designed to limit the number, the speed and the position of the 

interceptors. At the heart of this proposal are the SM-3 interceptors deployed in the European 

eastern regions, although these missiles lack the speed required to engage Russian strategic 

warheads. In real terms, behind the concerns regarding the present and future capabilities of these 

interceptors and those that relate to the new high speed and precision conventional missiles, it is 

hiding the firm opposition of the Russian Federation to the deployment of allied weapons systems 

and military infrastructure in the eastern states of NATO. Strong and spread is in the Russian 

Federation the belief that the United States may in the future use the new conventional strategic 

weapons to strike Russian command and control hubs and missile launching installations. Within 

the Russian Federation it is also believed that the lack of an agreement limiting conventional 

armed forces in Europe makes unwise any negotiating process intended to achieve new nuclear 

reductions. 



Toward a greater importance of nuclear weapons 

Osservatorio Strategico 2016 – Year XVIII issue V 53 

If to this state of affairs are added the major modernization programs of nuclear arsenals in place 

in both countries, clear is the determination to maintain both nuclear arsenal at a high level of 

operational readiness. Since then START 2010 does contain some loopholes, both sides seem to 

take advantage of them to increase their capacity in compliance with the treaty. START 2010 does 

not prohibit the mating of multiple independently targetable reentry vehicles (MIRV) to present and 

future intercontinental ballistic missiles. The Russian Federation is developing a new ICBM with 

MIRV technology and the next American ICBMs will also be capable of carrying multiple warheads. 

Similarly, the decision to allocate to each strategic bomber a carrying capacity of just one nuclear 

bomb, when in fact both the US and Russian bombers carry as many more, has pushed the two 

sides to maintain a great stock of nuclear weapons simply classifying them as non-deployed. 

Finally, both parties are providing for the development of new cruise missiles that will be carrying 

nuclear weapons. 

Meanwhile, US nuclear bombers have begun to engage in flying missions unseen since the Cold 

War. Missions in which they have passed the North Pole to penetrate deep into Northern Europe in 

order to send a warning to the Russian Federation and to reassure the Allies. Until recently, the US 

nuclear bombers not spent much time in Europe.  

They were mostly concentrated in the Middle East, the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean, 

while their use scenarios were elaborated around the so-called rogue states and not, as now, 

against powerful opponents, such as the People Republic of China and the Russian Federation. 

 

New nuclear capabilities 

Even if, in accordance with the Prague presidential address, the United States came close to the 

withdraw all of its sub-strategic nuclear weapons from Europe, it seems very unlikely that 

modernization of the Allied nuclear capabilities granted by merging the F -35A with the B61-12 

nuclear bomb will ever be stopped. In the near future, these weapon systems might be openly 

assume a much explicit role against the Russian Federation, despite the great controversy within 

the Atlantic Alliance that this evolution would definitely generate and despite the United States 

prefers to place the nuclear element of its extended deterrence on its strategic bombers, rather 

than on the tactical short range attack aircraft deployed in Europe. Non-strategic nuclear weapons 

are something extraordinarily controversial and are politically very vulnerable to internal political 

dynamics in the host countries. Instead, strategic bombers are free from such international 

constraints. 

Notwithstanding that President Obama acknowledged how the United States deploy more strategic 

nuclear weapons than it really needs for its own safety already in 2013, the U. S. Air Force is 

planning the production of about a thousand of new, nuclear capable, air launched cruise missiles 

(ALCMS). The acquisition of this new weapon system, the first prototype of which should be flying 

by 2026, would double the size of the US fleet of ALCMS. However, it is far from certain that the 

spending limits imposed by the law in 2011 will allow their acquisition. The last ALCM supplied to 

the U.S. Air Force is the AGM-86B, five hundred of which are still deployed. While only that aging 

B-52H are equipped for the AGM-86B transport, the new missile will also be compatible with the 

much more modern B-2A and with the B-3, the new long-range bomber to be acquired by the U.S. 

Air Force in a hundred units. 

The new version of the B61 will replace four existing models, including those deployed in Europe in 

support of NATO, and will allow the withdrawal of the high capacity B83 bomb. At the end of the 

modernization process, the couple B-2A and B61-12 will shape the basic capabilities of the US 

strategic nuclear triad for decades to come. While the Pentagon proceeds with the production of 

the new long-range cruise missile, the production of the new version of the W80 nuclear bomb 
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goes hand in hand. As in the case of B61-12, the yield of the new B80-4 will be adjustable to high 

and low values.  

Obviously, the increased precision of the missile allows for greater flexibility in the warhead. As a 

result, the overall operational capacity and, therefore, the chances of its use are much higher. The 

new ALCM looks much more flexible than the one it will replace, lowering this way the threshold at 

which the United States might consider the use of a nuclear weapon. With the B-2A and B61-12 

intended to remain in service for many decades, and with the delivery of the new long range 

bomber by 2015, the only justification for the investments needed for create a new nuclear capable 

ALCM can be identified in the US desire to have the level of flexibility to engage in a limited nuclear 

war military powers as the People's Republic of China and the Russian Federation 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

In addition to the Ukraine political rift and to the disagreement on anti missile defenses and global 

hypersonic conventional delivery systems, the United States and the Russian Federation are now 

deeply divided by the role to be played by the nuclear weapons in their great strategies. Despite 

the lack of a new Cold War, if the START 2010 will not be followed by other initiatives to reduce 

nuclear arsenals, the probability that the two sides arrive, despite themselves, to some nuclear 

exchange looks increasingly high because the US military programs and Russian influence each 

other to the extent of promoting new arms races. The rapid re-introduction of the believable 

possibility of nuclear confrontation between the United States and the Russian Federation, more 

than anything else, seems to demonstrate that peace between the great powers can no longer be 

taken for granted. 

 

Events: 

● In late September, speaking before the Senate Armed Service Committee, General Dunford, the 

current head of the US military, warned Congress about the risks associated with the possible 

deployment of a military operation aimed to the control entire Syrian airspace. In his view, the 

launch of such an operation would lead to an international conflict in which the United States would 

find itself fighting not only against Syria, but also against the Russian Federation. The episode has 

become particularly significant at a time in which the pressure for the establishment of a no-fly 

zone over Syria is getting stronger. If not before, it is at least from October 2015, shortly after the 

Russian intervention, that the former Secretary of State Clinton has spoken in favor of such an 

option. In this, the former Secretary of State Clinton is certainly not alone. More than fifty US 

diplomats have recently signed a document in which they ask the Obama administration to 

intervene directly in Syria. Their argument is that the situation in Syria will continue to get worse 

without a military intervention to be conceived and executed in the context of a right to protect 

source of no little controversy even among the most ardent supporters of an international system 

based on the rule of law rather than on balance of power. 
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Jihadi fighters from AF-PAK to Syria 

 

General overview on the Islamic State in Afghanistan 

Armed opposition groups stating loyalty to the Islamic State (IS) have tried to found a base in five 

Afghan provinces, but only in Nangarhar have they be successful. There, IS Khorasan Province 

(IS-Khorasan), the Afghanistan-Pakistan franchise of the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq, found a 

fruitful area with a disjointed insurgency, bickering local elites, a tradition of Salafi networks and a 

host of Afghan and foreign movements and organizations. 

The Islamic State’s Khorasan remains a theoretical entity consisting mainly (estimated 70percent) 

of marginal and disaffected Afghan Taliban and Teherik-e Taliban-e Pakistan defectors or Afghan 

youth who have joined with the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU, listed as a terrorist group by 

the United States) and are grouped in peripheral north-eastern areas near to the Pakistani borders. 

The numbers of Islamic State fighters in Afghanistan are between 1,000 and 3,000; the estimated 

number varies widely due to offensives by the Taliban and the U.S.: the number has significantly 

reduced as of early March 2016 and is now around 2,500 fighters). The Taliban are estimated 

around 35-50.000. For 18 months, the two Armed Opposition Groups have directly disputed for the 

leadership of the jihad in Afghanistan, both militarily and in their propaganda and narratives. 

Nonetheless, while Islamic State has engaged in some high-profile operations and has a global 

narrative – of Sunni versus Shia and Islam versus not-Islam –, it has failed to involve local jihadi 

groups and movement amid the fragmentation process involving the Taliban movement because 

the change in leadership, internal dynamics and organization, in consequence of the death of 

Mullah Omar in 2013 (officially reported in 2015) and the death of his discussed successor, Mullah 

Akhtar Mohammad Mansour. Islamic state is not as strong as it would like to be and doesn’t have 

the ability to match the Taliban at organizational and operational level. 

But, even if theoretical, the presence of the Islamic State in Afghanistan is complicating the plans 

to withdraw the foreign troops as evidenced by the U.S. decision to leave 8,400 U.S. troops in the 

country, not 5,500 as previously planned. 

At the moment, Islamic State is operating in strategic areas of the eastern Afghan Nangarhar 

province, along the shortest route between Peshawar (Pakistan) and Kabul, where has a fairly 

significant presence in four or five district. The Peshawar-Jalalabad-Kabul road was a critical 

logistic support route for the U.S. and NATO operation in Afghanistan and the most important route 

for Afghanistan’s trade with neighbours. 

In 2016, IS-Khurasan showed its capability to expand beyond Nangarhar’s isolated areas and beat 

the province’s major urban area, the city of Jalalabad. 

Islamic State aims to consolidate and enlarge its presence in Nangarhar and move into Nuristan 

and Kunar provinces. Militants connected to Islamic State also operate in other areas of 

Afghanistan, such as the Zabul province, where ex-IMU affiliates now part of the Islamic State 

growing phenomenon have focused their direct actions against Hazara Shia Muslims (between 10 

and 20 per cent of Afghan population). 

But the successes are limited and the U.S. forces have partnered with Afghan forces to target the 

Islamic States affiliates in their bases in Nangarhar Province and, in addition, the Islamic States 

has come under attack from the Taliban, while the Afghan government is conducting the program 

called ‘Popular Uprising Program’, aimed to harness territorial militias to fight Islamic State groups. 

Furtherly, on the one hand, Islamic State has missed the opportunity to incorporate large numbers 

of Taliban and other Afghan and Pakistani Armed Opposition Groups’ dissidents into its set of 
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connections and, on the other hand, loose the momentum to express the ideological flexibility to 

make serious inroads in an Islamic varied Af-Pak area. 

The result is a growing conflict involving Afghan and non-Afghan actors, in Afghanistan and 

abroad, in particular in the Syrian war. 

On the one hand, Iran has increased its use of Afghan, Pakistani and Lebanese Shia fighters in 

Syria in the ‘Fatemiyoun Brigade’; it means that thousands of Afghans citizen are fighting for the 

Syrian government. On the other hand, also the Islamic State in Af-Pak is recruiting fighters for the 

Syraq operational area (the land out of states control between Syria and Iraq); in other words 

Afghans volunteers hare part of the anti-Assad front and fighting for the Islamic State. Apart the 

dynamics at the moment, the problem is focused in the future because the return of these fighters 

in Afghanistan could enhance the Sunni-Shia conflicts, creating larger appeal at local level for the 

Islamic State ‘premium brand’. 

But although Afghanistan’s war has not been previously characterized by sectarian violence, the 

Hazara Shia minority has long felt that it faces systemic discrimination and marginalization. Since 

the beginning of the war, the Hazara community has faced growing violence in recent years 

creating a growing division and distrust between Hazara community and the central administration 

in Kabul. 

What emerges is a struggle for power justified and boosted by sectarian and jihadi radicalism: 

Islamic State’s claims of responsibility for the attacks against Shia targets are explicitly sectarian. 

Till now, Afghanistan has remained largely resilient to the sectarianism that increasingly 

characterizes conflicts from the Middle East to North Africa but Islamic State attempts to 

‘sectarianize’ the Afghan war might be aggravated by Iran’s recruitment of Hazaras. It is an 

ongoing political and ideologically process moving from the ‘Afghan national war’ conducted by the 

Taliban to the global and denationalized jihad that under the umbrella of the Islamic State ‘brand’ is 

burning the Great Middle East and increasingly showing hostile attitude to Europe involving Muslim 

migrants and European Muslims. Afghanistan would be a major strategic stronghold for Islamic 

State, but geographic constraints might make deeper links more problematic than with the Islamic 

State associate in Libya, Nigeria or Egypt. 

 

Afghans in Syria with Bashar al-Assad regime 

Syria’s main opposition groups are conveying serious concerns over Iran’s campaign of recruiting 

Afghans to fight in Syria.  

The Afghan government is conscious of activities of Afghans in Syria and embarrassed by its 

citizens fighting for a foreign government; the Afghan authorities have also had to contend with the 

loss of recruits when they are desperately looking for recruits to fight the war in Afghanistan 

against the Taliban and the growing Islamic State affiliates. Officially ‘the Afghan government is 

addressing the matter through diplomatic channels and has informed the UN High Commission for 

Refugees accordingly’ said Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesman Shekib Mustaghni. 

On the operational front, the Afghan brigades are viewed with suspicion by their own allies 

because the low level of military capabilities and because the Afghan militiamen are indicated as 

too young and poorly trained. Recent areas of operations and frontlines are Palmira, Aleppo and 

Homs, where the Afghan brigades reported several loses. 

 

The Af-Pak militants in Syria with the Islamic State 

On the other front there are fighters from the Af-Pak and Central Asia areas. 

In the complex, it is estimated that between 27,000 to 31,000 foreign fighters have travelled to 

Syria and Iraq since fighting broke out in 2011 to join the Islamic State and other jihadi Armed 
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Opposition Groups in the region. 14,000 of them would be from Asian countries and fighting mainly 

for the Islamic State. 

Even if not confirmed the numbers, the Pakistani Taliban reported in July 2013 that its hundreds of 

fighters were fighting against the al-Assad regime in Syria, under the flag of the ‘Syrian Islamic 

Front’ linked to al-Qaeda. Some of them go and then return after spending some time fighting 

there. 

On the one hand, Pakistani Taliban fighters have established their own camps, a command and 

control center and a Taliban's office in Syria. 

On the other hand, the Afghan Taliban Shura Council denied Taliban’s participations to the war in 

Syria adding that no Afghani Taliban are fighting alongside the Syrian rebels. 

After the fragmentation of the Teherik-e Taliban-e Pakistan (TTP) in 2015, the Islamic Movement of 

Uzbekistan, a main insurgent group operating in Af-Pak in support to Taliban and al-Qaeda, stated 

its loyalty to the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq. A decision which consequence was the fracture of 

the movement in different groups, in support to or in contrast with the Islamic State and al-Qaeda 

and the Taliban. An event, which followed the Taliban split after the announcement of the death of 

its leader Mullah Mohammad Omar. 

‘Hereby, on behalf of all members of our movement, in line with our sacred duties, I declare that we 

are in the same ranks with the Islamic State in this continued war between Islam and non-

Muslims’, the leader of IMU Usman Gazi wrote in a statement on September 2014. 

The consequence was the turmoil within the insurrectional front that opened to a new front on the 

wave of the Islamic State momentum. 

The composition of the IMU is mixed; there are not only Uzbeks, but also Tajiks, Kyrgyz, Uyghurs, 

Chechens, and Arabs as well. 

Concluding, it is assessed that, if a presence in Syria of Afghani and Pakistani fighting for the 

Islamic State, is confirmed, it is not linked with the participation of the Afghan Taliban or the 

Teherik-e Taliban-e Pakistani groups. At the same time, it is not excluded the participation of 

individuals or other Afghani or Pakistani Armed Opposition Groups, as confirmed by several 

reports, which medium-long term consequences must not be underestimated. 
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Acronyms list 

 

Brexit: British Exit from the European Union  

CSDP: Common Security and Defence Policy (since 2007) 

CSO: Composante Spatiale Optique 

EATC: European Air Transport Command  

EDA: European Defence Agency 

ESDI: European Security and Defence Identity 

ESDP: European Security and Defence Policy (1999-2007) 

ETIAS: European Travel Information and Authorization System 

EU: European Union 

EUNAVFOR: European Union Naval force 

FT: Financial Times 

MUSIS: Multinational Space-based Imaging System for Surveillance, Reconnaissance and 

Observation 

NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organization  

R&D: research and development 

TEU: Treaty on the European Union 
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