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The Dangerous connections of economics, geopolitical and 

irrendits risks in Balkans. The case of Bosnia Herzegovina and the 

evolution of other critical regional situations  

 
In South Eastern Europe Panorama Bosnia and Herzegovina continues to live a difficult internal 

situation that makes it one of the most fragile countries in the regional context. This is not a direct 

consequence of only ethnic and political internal factors, but an intersection of unresolved historical 

issues, new geopolitical tensions and the effects that are becoming very dramatic economic crisis in 

the country. It was believed that the change of the American presidency, with the advent of an 

administration not linked to the geopolitical divisions of the dissolution of Yugoslavia and 

characterized, at least in fiction, from a more constructive relationship with Russia, could have 

produced an atmosphere of power-sharing between Moscow and Washington that could ease 

tensions in the heart of the Balkans. However, the transit administration has proved much more 

complex and conflicted than expected and the very possibility that the administration again changes 

course radically in the US policy in the Balkans appears to be still in doubt.  

This especially for marginalization of the region in American foreign policy, profitability is likely to 

increase further with the new American president. What. Rather than produce a power-sharing 

agreement is likely to produce a geopolitical vacuum that could be exploited by those who are 

interested in a review of the regional status quo, no longer protected by the eye away but alert the 

US administration that, until the Obama presidency, has maintained a certain continuity of approach 

to the region. An example of these tensions between the old and the new US administration on the 

Balkans and in particular on Bosnia and Herzegovina has occurred with the case of sanctions ad 

personam against the president of Republica Srpska Dodik, inserted in the Black List of the US 

Treasury as a peace - spoiler on the stability regional. 

 

USA include Republika srpska president Dodik in OFAC black list. Softer UE diplomatic 

isolation.  

In a surprise move the US Treasury has added Milorad Dodik, President of Republika Srpska of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, in the list of subjects under personal restrictive measures, preventing the 

Bosnian Serb politician to travel to the USA, blocking his assets or interests in the US and making 

unlawful for any American citizen to have economic transactions with him. The reasons 

communicated by the Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) concern Dodik's political behaviors 

which are considered destabilizing for the assets of the country and the political Serbia is held 

responsible for conduct that may endanger the peace agreements of Dayton in 1995, with whom he 

was ended the conflict. The designation of Dodik takes place just days after the US Embassy in 

Sarajevo had refused to President of the RS for a visa to the US. According to the version provided 

by Dodik, his trip to America was organized to join the party for the election of US President Trump, 

of which he was one of the guests. Dodik is considered by the Americans a man very close to Russia, 

which maintains personal relations with Putin and that has initiated major economic collaborations 

between companies Bosnian Serb and Russia. Dodik pursues, at least in words, a secessionist 

policy of Republika Srpska from Bosnia and Herzegovina. Dodik claimed that his designation by 

OFAC is the result of the US ambassador's personal grudge against defending Sarajevo and that 

the new administration Trump will change the decision taken. Even the European Union, in early 

February, has adopted restrictive measures in personam against Dodik, which can be configured as 

diplomatic sanctions.  
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The Heads of Mission of the European Union present in Sarajevo have in fact agreed to freeze any 

direct relationship with Dodik, pledging not to meet him in an official capacity, thus making it difficult 

for him to maintain relations with the European Union countries. The measure is rather bland and 

informal, and not however appear to preclude unofficial contacts with the president of the Republika 

Srpska. The motivation for these measures is similar to that used by the USA in the insertion of 

Dodik in the list of individuals sanctioned by the US Treasury, which have been responsible for the 

actions or statements destabilizing for peace in the country. Informal diplomatic embargo against 

Dodik goes for the time read as a political message - for a diplomat from the EU strong demand for 

change in policy. That is the difficult moment assume if in the event of failure to adapt to the demands 

of European policy by the president of the Republika Srpska will be taken against him real sanctions. 

 

The serious economic situation in Bosnia Herzegovina  

The reactivation of the security situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, a crisis exacerbated by 

confusion and unexpected change of the American Presidency and the complex situation of new 

crisis between Brussels and Moscow has made more problematic by the continuing economic crisis 

in the country. The country is blocked by a financial situation that has become untenable and that 

sees half of the tax revenue of the country to be absorbed by the interest payments on the public 

debt burden on the country. A not very high debt (about 40% of GDP but growing and the burden on 

an extremely weak economic). About 60% of the Muslim-Croat Federation revenues are in fact 

unavailable in the state budget as completely absorbed by the financing of public debt.  

The remainder is heavily compromised by the cost of dysfunctional public facilities. A similar situation 

occurs in the Republika Srpska, although here the unavailable portion of the state budget is slightly 

lower, falling to about 40%. In fact the instability of public finance in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

represents a structural nature that now tends to discourage the growing flow of private foreign 

investment tying the financing of public debt of the country to international financial organizations 

like the International Monetary Fund. The vastness of the public sector - which has been only partially 

reformed from the times of Yugoslavia and who has seen the addition of duplication and overlap 

created by the proliferation of duplicate structures and devices based on ethnicity - and still 

significant presence of state enterprises enterprises (SOEs ) bring levels of the amplitude of the 

public sector to levels very similar to those existing at the time of Yugoslavia. The business climate 

is considered one of the worst in the region, with an economy based on consumption rather than on 

production of goods and services. Consumption that is powered largely by remittances and external 

financial aid, which account for around 20% of GDP. The weakness of the economy of the country 

and its non-competitiveness in an international context of open markets is reflected in the course of 

export levels, which are among the lowest in Europe, about a third of those in the time of Yugoslavia. 

The relatively high cost of labor - also due to the high levels of emigration - and a totally inadequate 

infrastructures make it difficult to predict a change in the general economic trend in the country 

 

The debate for the return of conscription in the some Armed Forces in the region and the 

concerns of the public opinion for a possible arms race 

It is in this context of a dense atmosphere of political uncertainty and with an eye toward old and 

new conflicts in some countries in the Balkans was opened, besides the debate over an alleged 

arms race between the countries of the region, one of a reintroduction the compulsory military 

conscription. He started the Croatian Minister of Defense Krsticevic talking about the re-introduction 

of a mandatory mini-lever for the population, with a project for a period of 4 weeks of mandatory 

training equivalent to the basic military training, officially aimed at strengthening the response level 

of the Croatian state to threats of natural disasters and civil protection.  
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In Serbia there have been proposals in this sense within the Ministry of Defense, but for the moment 

the government and politics have not embraced these initiatives.  

Perhaps the worst economic and social situation of the country compared to Croatia (in Zagreb which 

has a higher GDP of 10 billion dollars compared to that of Belgrade, while 3 billion people in less) 

makes for the most difficult moment for Serbia draw this return project of conscription for the moment. 

The controversy over conscription between Croatia and Serbia is the ideal continuation of a similar 

controversy as it had closed 2015 in the Balkans and which saw Belgrade and Zagreb argue on 

alleged race to the renewal of armaments that would be triggered by the decision of the two countries 

to renew and expand their military apparatus. Belgrade has shown signs of concern and 

nervousness about the Croatian intention to consider the purchase of heavy artillery and ballistic 

missiles. In an interview with the Russian press last December Serbian Prime Minister Vucic has 

essentially expressed the concept that Serbia has no intention of interfering in the internal affairs of 

neighboring countries or feels threatened at the time by other countries in the region. But the fact 

that Croatia - not expressly named by Vucic - who plans to order ballistic missiles is the result by 

Belgrade of a strategic reflection shared with Moscow. According to regional military analysts Croatia 

would have intention to acquire delivery systems of artillery rockets, in particular 16 pieces of the 

American MLRS M270, with a payload of up to 300 kilometers. In response to this case, Serbia 

would be willing to proceed with the ordination from Moscow to ground missile systems - S-300 air 

and MIG-29 aircraft. 

Many business observers geopolitical and strategic far-fetched as they headed this verbal escalation 

towards the purchase by two non-economically solid countries to technologically sophisticated 

weapons, which were not used even in the Yugoslav conflict 25 vanni ago. The psychological and 

media impact on the populations of the countries in the region may, however, be substantial, 

suggesting more to a form of psycological warfare not so much between Zagreb and Belgrade, which 

would objectively have little to put in the subject of litigation, as between Russia and USA.  

However, they are to be taken into serious consideration local political effects produced by these 

disputes. They are inserted into a vast dossier of disputes not particularly strategic or significant but 

which, as a function of the past, in a not insignificant burden on the collective psychology of the 

population of the two countries but also other countries in the region. The difficulty in developing a 

sustainable model for national and regional productive economy pushes the countries of the region 

to seek international strategic affiliations that amplify the political weight through the aggravation of 

regional geopolitical differences. 

 

A significant reduction of the migration crisis through the Balkan corridor but, indirect effects 

of the crisis may be durable for the countries of the region 

On a positive note for the Balkans it comes instead from the migration file. In 2016, according to 

Frontex data, both the Western Balkan route that the east has seen a significant drop in the volume 

of direct illegal migration to Europe. Less than 80% for both routes (compared - as a reference - a + 

20% of the Central Mediterranean route). Certainly the closing of the Balkan route has not been the 

result of a management capacity or containment of streams by the same Balkan countries, but the 

result of the agreement Greece - Turkey supported by the European Union and monitored at sea by 

NATO. It is of course always open to new crises, also of Turkish difficult internal situation and the 

possible tensions that may arise between the EU and Turkey. One effect of the crisis of non-

European migrants on the Balkans was, however, registered when the excess of asylum-seekers 

and refugees has forced European countries, especially Germany, to take a hard line against the 

thousands of asylum seekers from the Balkans that - mainly for economic reasons - abusers of the 

welfare systems of many European countries. The need to free physical and economic resources 

for new immigrant masses has prompted many European countries to adopt a line of non-tolerance 
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of these abuses by implementing strict policies of deportation of false asylum seekers or irregular 

migrants from countries of the Balkan region. In what could often benefit from the readmission 

agreements that the countries of the Balkan region signed with Europe. Because of the necessarily 

limited capacity of each European country, the extra-European explosion of the migratory crisis of 

2015 has effectively produced a competition between the Balkan emigration and extra-European 

migration to the same European countries whose effects future will be evaluated. There indeed 

seems to have been a product whose flow effect is yet to be verified but which threatens to 

undermine the countries of the region the possibility of using economic migration to the European 

Union as an outlet pressure of the socio - economic internal. This "competition" of hundreds of 

thousands of non-European migrants to the European Union (half a million people from 2013) is 

something of a challenge for the Balkan countries not only as a crossing corridor (with the related 

problems of logistics, hospitality , public order, health, administrative screening, anti-terrorism 

measures), but also as competition in the labor markets and welcome humanitarian. A situation 

certainly not beneficial for a region that, beyond the fact that countries are EU members or aspiring 

to become so, it remains characterized by low living standards, high youth unemployment and huge 

economic gap with northern Europe and even center - Eastern. This social discontent exploded in a 

clear manner, and in different forms in different countries of the region, as we have seen with the 

protests of 2014 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, in 2015 in Macedonia, in 2016 in Montenegro.  

Beyond the different political or geopolitical connotations assumed by these anti-government 

protests, they are symptomatic of a strong demand for change in the political culture of the country, 

especially a domestic situation increasingly difficult to sustain. If, as it appears, the consequences of 

the 2015 migration crisis will lead to changes on accommodating policy in European countries, 

restricted to the regular migration flows and stronger forms of contrast of illegal migration, this will 

have consequences also for the Balkan countries, reducing the possibility of use of the escape valve 

of migration to relieve social pressures. This could fuel forms of nationalism - or religious radicalism 

- at home. A phenomenon that could be particularly high among the younger generation, for which 

several indicators show us to be more prone to extremism than they were those after 1989. 
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The Libyan crisis and the Russian incognita 

 

The Libyan political crisis shows no signs of change and, indeed, moved in the direction of a new 

and perhaps even more menacing stall. 

In mid-February a mediation organized by Egypt to promote the meeting between the prime minister 

elected Fayyaz At Serraj and its rival General Khalifa Haftar has failed, within a dynamic that for the 

first time seems to place the latter even in a challenging position against President Al Sisi. 

It is not yet entirely clear the sequence of events, although it is now confirmed that the meeting – 

which has strongly been backed by the Egyptian President – failed because of the apparent 

unavailability of Haftar. He had agreed to travel to Cairo at the invitation of Al Sisi, although since 

the beginning with certain reluctance, while Al Serraj had expressed its availability repeatedly 

confirming once arrived in Cairo. 

General Haftar has immediately assumed a posture of closure since his arrival in the hotel where 

the meetings were expected to happen with the representatives of the Government of National 

Accord, taking time first and then expressing his clear unwillingness to any form of dialogue with a 

counterpart which he has openly told not to recognize the role and authority. 

The Egyptian authorities have expressed concern and embarrassment in acknowledging the 

adamant position of General Haftar, while President Al Sisi did not hide his irritation with the outcome 

of the conference. 

Egypt has always supported the role and consolidation of Haftar as opposed to the political 

authorities in Tripoli, especially favouring the consolidation of the military capacity of the Libyan 

National Army under his command as well as the role of the House of Representative from which 

the structure military - theoretically - depends. 

This consolidation is fostered in parallel with the United Arab Emirates, through which Egypt receives 

significant financial assistance aimed at the promotion of a Libyan political force antagonist to that 

of Tripoli which is dominated by Islamist forces and especially by the Muslim Brotherhood, which is 

now with Iran the main political and social antagonist of the UAE in the region. 

By virtue of this complex architecture of power, President Al Sisi has always considered general 

Haftar as a pawn closely and directly dependent on Cairo without a real operational and decision-

making autonomy. A subordinate role Haftar accepted reluctantly, in constant search of third 

supporters that could mitigate the predominant role of the United Arab Emirates and Egypt, aimed 

at giving more autonomy in the determined pursuit of his political ambitions. 

This opportunity seems now to be represented by Russia, with whom he has intensified relations, at 

the same time changing attitude with its traditional allies, leading to a political stalemate from which 

it will be increasingly difficult to generate a process of national reconciliation which may favour 

stability and economic recovery of the country. 

General Khalifa Haftar aims, without hiding in any way, to assume the political leadership of the 

country, through the consolidation of its military role in Libya and in order to restore a form of 

authoritarianism that would on the one hand have a free hand and fist iron against the various militias 

that dominate the political balance of the country, and on the other to rebuild a centrality of State of 

“khaddafian” memory, of which Haftar will assume control. 

The repeated accusations of terrorism made against the Islamist political organization is therefore 

functional to delegitimize the local and international level, the heterogeneous panorama of groups - 

some of them quite close to extremist positions - dominating the political and social reality of Tripoli. 

The Libyan capital is and always will be the geographical and political centre of the country, and 

Haftar is well aware of the extrinsic margins of Benghazi, so focusing not so much in search of its 
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legitimacy in Tripoli - extremely difficult at this stage - as in the imposition of its role in capital through 

the use of force and the recognition of the international community. 

From this perspective, therefore, it should be probably read in this framework the unavailability Haftar 

manifested in Cairo on the occasion of the meetings organized by the Egyptian government. Strong 

of what he believes to be a secure support from Russia and a concrete interest of Moscow in the 

direction of a strengthening of its role in Libya, Haftar has openly challenged his two main political 

and economic sponsor, in order to earn a decision-making autonomy otherwise extremely difficult to 

achieve. 

At the same time, however, he has dangerously cracked that relationship of trust built on 

subordination in Cairo and Abu Dhabi, triggering a relational mechanism that should be carefully 

observed during the coming weeks, in order to appreciate the changes and above all the 

consequences. 

 

Russia and the Haftar strategy 

Last January, in a move as blatant as inappropriate, Russia had expressed an interest in Haftar 

inviting him aboard the aircraft carrier Admiral Kuznetsov, at that time engaged in activities in the 

Mediterranean Sea off the Libyan coast. 

The meeting, officially requested to discuss "cooperation in the security sector", is part of a broader 

strategy of Moscow of wanting to determine its own new role in the region, functional to the 

construction of local strategic interests, but also more outreach to determine horizons negotiating 

with the United States. 

Russia has repeatedly expressed interest in wanting to expand its relationship - and its influence - 

in the direction of Egypt, in essentially anti-Saudi operation, including ideally in this projection of 

interests also the Libyan political dimension, and especially the role of Haftar. 

This new element has strengthened the belief of the general Haftar to be able to increase its 

autonomous role within a wider international support size and less able to impose a heavy burden 

of subordination, thus renewing the unwillingness to dialogue with Tripoli and the political ambitions 

of the general. 

Speaking to an Egyptian radio who was interviewing him on the side-line of the missed Cairo talks, 

Haftar was then openly accusing some unspecified NATO countries (clearly alluding to Italy and 

Turkey) to support the training of terrorists that his army is called to fight daily, urging NATO to adjust 

its strategy and its attitude towards Libya. 

A manifestation of arrogance in some ways unprecedented, built on the illusory conviction of a today 

personal stronger role, more autonomous from the great political dynamics involved at several levels 

in the Libyan crisis. 

General Khalifa Haftar therefore is now facing the need to make a strategic choice of great 

importance, not without risk. He has been able to consolidate its role in Cyrenaica with the financial 

support of Abu Dhabi and the political and military support of Cairo, also taking control during the 

2016 of the oil wells once in the hands of Ibrahim Jathran’s militias, thanks to a manifest economic 

capacity which made it possible to resolve the transition of power in the control of infrastructure in a 

non-confrontational way. 

Nevertheless, the political and military stalemate with Tripoli and other diverse local realities prevents 

Haftar to achieve his ultimate goal, namely, the conquest of Tripoli and the transformation of its role 

as military commander and undisputed political leader of Libya. 

Russia sets itself as an element of the doldrums rupture that has so far characterized the Libyan 

crisis, by providing Haftar pretext to force the hand with historic allies and reduce the cumbersome 

and overwhelming role. 
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Haftar also interpret the political change in Washington, with the appointment of Donald Trump and 

his apparent willingness to put the Muslim Brotherhood on the list of terrorist organizations, 

potentially as a signal to promote an unexpected convergence between the interests of Russia and 

the United States in Libya, then identifying him as the element of strength to achieve the final victory 

on the Ikhwan. 

It is therefore high time for Haftar daring in choosing a stronger and more aggressive policy, relying 

on a wider international support and less invasive, declaring their intentions and calling the 

counterparties to the direct and concrete support against Tripoli. 

An extremely ambitious political move, however, characterized by enormous risks. General Haftar 

interprets the Russian and US regional policy in a somewhat elementary and simplistic way, built on 

the belief of the indispensability of its role and credibility of the final collapse of the internationally 

recognized government in Tripoli. A calculation that can be dramatically wrong in the fluid 

determination of macro-strategic horizons of the Middle East. 

 

The fragile position of Al Serraj 

The Government of National Agreement (GNA) of the designated Prime Minister Al Serraj has been 

recognized by the international community in December of 2015 with a UN resolution, but does not 

provide tools and strategies to enhance its role and its credibility. 

The GNA and his prime minister have thus remained since then at the mercy of the many militias 

that share the political and military control of Tripoli and Tripolitania, forcing Al Serraj to adopt a 

proactive policy with very little capacity and increasingly prone to factionalism and divisions. 

Barack Obama had openly pledged its support to the Prime Minister designate of Libya - although 

limiting its action to only political support - together with Italy, which was then pushed to organize a 

delicate humanitarian mission in Misrata. France and Britain, despite expressions of little more than 

circumstantial support, have never made any secret of their relationship with Haftar and his 

supporters, suggesting - in deeds, as demonstrated by the failure to participate in medical mission 

then conducted by the only Italian in Misrata, after the battle of Sirte - the support for the 

internationally recognized government would be little more than symbolic and far from concrete and 

constructive. 

The picture, however, is further worsened for Al Serraj with the election of Donald Trump at the US 

presidency. The US administration's silence on Libya seems to be prodromal to the insertion of the 

Muslim Brotherhood in the list of terrorist organizations recognized by the State Department. Fact 

that, if it were to actually occur, would make relations with Tripoli virtually unsustainable. 

This circumstance would ensure general Haftar a huge political advantage in the eyes of the 

international community, it would be conferred probably commissioned to outperform the new 

"terrorist threat" in Tripoli, allegedly providing military support and funding, and thus ensuring to 

Haftar he can groped the conquest of Tripoli, on the contrary today completely out of reach under 

the political and social support profile. 

Further complicating the picture of the situation in Tripoli is then Khalifa Ghwell, former prime minister 

of the former government of national salvation and archenemy Fayyaz Al Serraj. Ghwell tried 

clumsily to implement a coup last January, but not succeed in continuing to be supported by some 

local militias who recognize the role and the improbable political program. 

After the failed coup, Ghwell returned to the media spotlight in early February, when a formal 

ceremony was established in Tripoli district of Salah Al-Deen an unnamed Libyan National Guard, 

under the command of Brigadier General Mahmoud Al- Zagat, which assumed self-responsability 

for the protection of public infrastructure and the fight against terrorism. 
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A Libyan National Guard had already been established in 2015 by the GNC in Tripoli, without ever 

being really organized as a result of the chronic inability to reach an agreement in the lines of 

command and control of the unit. 

The new Libyan National Guard would be made up of some units of fighters from Misrata militia 

veterans from the fighting in Sirte, and convinced by Khalifa Ghwell to take possession of Tripoli by 

force to establish a government of national salvation that supplant the current leadership and face 

the threat of Khalifa Haftar. 

The government headed by Fayyaz At Serraj downplayed the extent of the event, ordering the Rada 

brigades military forces to avoid confrontation with the new self-proclaimed units, while retaining 

control of the institutions and major infrastructure. 

In this surreal political and security balance, repeatedly interrupted by sporadic clashes and attacks 

involving the same Al Serraj, Tripoli seems to be suspended in anticipation of a new phase of conflict 

that will determine the new balance of power. 

On the one hand general Haftar is impatiently waiting to know which will be the position of Trump on 

the Muslim Brotherhood, and thus on support to Al Serraj; on the other side Ghwell Khalifa tries to 

pick an unlikely form of consent to catalyse the political forces of Tripoli in a military crusade that no 

one seems to want to take; while Fayyaz Al Serraj is in turn waiting to see if the international 

community has really abandoned him, asking Russia - with the hypothetical US approval - to arm 

and support Haftar in the conquest of the country and in the restoration of a military authoritarianism . 

Even Italy, which has always been an advocate of a policy markedly oriented to support the role of 

Tripoli, seems to have understood to be remained isolated, trying to reposition itself - clumsily, as 

always - between those who support general Haftar and his boundless ambition . 
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The First Italia-Africa Conference 

 

 
 

May the 18th 2016, few days before the 53rd anniversary of the founding of the Organization of the 

African Unity (OAU), now African Union (AU), whose anniversary is celebrated on May 25, the 

Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA) has hosted the First Italia-Africa Ministerial Conference, 

which was attended by high-level delegations coming from 52 African countries (out of 54 States), 

with more than 40 foreign ministers and twenty representatives of international organizations.  

The event was attended by the highest personalities: the Italian President of the Republic Sergio 

Mattarella, the Italian former Prime Minister, Matteo Renzi and the Italian former Foreign Minister 

(now Prime Minister), Paolo Gentiloni, the former President of the African Union Commission 

(AUC), the South African Nkosazana Dlamini Zuma, the AU Commissioner for Peace and Security, 

the Algerian Smail Chergui, and the Foreign Minister of Chad, Moussa Faki Mahamat 1 , 

representing the G-5 Sahel, a group of five Sahelian States (i.e. Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, 

Mauritania and Niger), that have formed a reference block for external parties in this extremely 

difficult and unstable African macro-region. Also Claudio Descalzi (ENI), Mauro Moretti 

(Finmeccanica), Mario Pezzini (OECD), Matteo Del Fante (Terna), Francesco Starace (ENEL), 

Morlaye Bangoura (ECOWAS), Elham Ibrahim (UA), Stefano Manservisi (EU - DEVCO), 

Abdelkader Messahel (Arab League), Mohamed Ibn Chambas (UN), Irene Khan (IDLO), Said 

Djinnit (UN) and Parfait Onanga-Anyanga (MINUSCA) took part to the event. The Conference was 

organized into four panels: the first, entitled Italy and Africa. Challenges for a common growth, 

highlighting the economic sustainability; the second, entitled Environment and Social Development. 

The Agenda 2030 and a new integrated approach, dedicated to the social and the environmental 

sustainability; the third, entitled Towards a new model of dialogue, focused on the managing of 

                                                        
1  It is worth underlining that at the Summit of Heads of State and Government of the African Union of January 2017, Mr 

Moussa Faki Mahamat was elected for the next five years as President of the African Union Commission (AUC), 
replacing Mrs Dlamini Zuma. 
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migratory flows; the fourth, labelled Peace-keeping, peace-building and African ownership, faced 

the thorny issues of peace and security in Africa.  

The first panel was attended by Maurizio Martina, the Italian Minister of Agriculture, Kanyo 

Mwanze, President of the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), Fatih Birol, the 

Executive Director of the International Energy Agency (IEA). Further on, keynote speaker of the 

second panel were Gian Luca Galletti, the Italian Minister of Environment, José Graziano da Silva, 

FAO Director-General and Adnan Amin, Director General of the International Renewable Agency 

(IRENA). The third panel was led by the High Commissioner of the United Nations Refugee 

Agency (UNHCR), the Italian Filippo Grandi, the former Italian Minister of Interior – now Foreign 

Minister – Angelino Alfano, Ertharin Cousin, Executive Director of the World Food Programme 

(WFP) and Laura Thompson, Deputy Director General of the International Organization for 

Migration (IOM). Mario Giro, the Italian Vice-Minister for Foreign Affairs with Africa portfolio, run the 

last panel together with Maged Abdelaziz, Deputy UN Secretary for Africa and Mahboub Maalim, 

Executive Secretary of the Intergovernmental Authority for Development (IGAD). 

 

The Italian President of the Republic 

On the occasion of the opening session of the event, the Italian Head of State, Sergio Mattarella, 

immediately highlighted the multiplicity and complexity of the challenges that a closer and 

enhanced partnership between Italy and Africa will face: “if globalization has reduced the 

geographical distances, yet the crisis has made the borders permeable, fuelling an awareness of 

how the destinies of the two continents are even more interconnected. (...) Problems and finding 

solutions have necessarily become a common range. (...) The hope is to create among us an even 

stronger and more structured dialogue, which does not mean, of course, denying the unevenness 

existing not only between Africa and Europe, but also in the two continents. (...) Our respective 

political agendas must be made consistent with each other and incisive as much as we can”. Since 

his 2016 trip to Africa (Ethiopia and Cameroon) and to the African Union, Mattarella has seen first-

hand the tremendous potential for development of relations between Africa and Europe. On that 

occasion, he was given the opportunity to urge the African counterparts to stress the importance 

for Italy to begin “a new basis strategic partnership, in order to face up with the common problems 

together, ultimately abandoning stereotypes and obsolete visions”. According to the Italian Head of 

State, common issues do challenge us: first of all, those of peace and of the destiny of humanity; 

the need for a fight without quarter against terrorism and all forms of fundamentalism; the urgent 

need to cool off the breeding-ground of political instability; the need to defeat sores – such as 

hunger, famine, endemic diseases and infant mortality – whose existence is unjustifiable in the 

light of the level of knowledge we have acquired; the wise management of the non-transitory rather 

epochal phenomenon of migration; the need for economic and social policies that support 

economic growth and jobs creation; and, finally, the fight against corruption, which drains valuable 

resources at the expense of development. The need to bring together growth with a sustainable 

resources distribution is rightly at the centre of the development paradigms settled by the United 

Nations (Agenda 2030) and by the African Union (Agenda 2063). This should constitute the main 

road through which to look up together, and not in opposition, at the efforts of Italy, Europe and 

Africa. More precisely, according to Mattarella’s words, migration must be addressed through a 

multidimensional approach, which spaces from emergency management to the eradication of the 

causes that lead so many people to flee, ending up with appropriate forms of integration, when 

necessary. To him, mass migration represents the most painful dispossession of the very idea of 

future for the African continent: “millions of people fleeing do impoverish the African civil society 

and represent the most painful toll to disorder and oppression, to the extent that they will condition 

development itself.  
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No one wishes to leave his homeland and his beloved ones, particularly when it entails an 

unpredictable, often dramatic and dangerous, journey joint with the promising landing in distant 

and different territories”. It is precisely within this context that Italy has proposed to the European 

Union a discussion document, the Migration Compact2, aiming at dealing with all migration’s core 

issues from a new perspective. As regards the fight against terrorism, the Italian Head of State said 

that we should invest in the issue of peace by fighting the sub-culture at the base of 

fundamentalism and also working on its root causes, on the economic and social tensions, on the 

poor access to training not enough granted to the youth, on the social exclusion whereby, too 

often, women continue to be the main victims: “the dramatic appraisal of the list of cities being 

affected by the barbarity – Bamako and Brussels, Maiduguri and Paris, Tunis and Toulouse, 

Garissa and Ankara – teach us that terror knows no boundaries and that it feeds on division, fear 

and instability, under whose shade it can spread out”. He ended his speech, by ensuring that Italy 

believes that new forms of collaboration between Africa, Europe and the United Nations ought to 

be explored, for the purpose of strengthening African capacities in the security sector, through 

bilateral and multilateral initiatives. 

 

 
 

The Italian Foreign Minister 

If Matteo Renzi believes that “the Mediterranean should not be seen as a border, but as a 

courtyard”, according to Paolo Gentiloni, it is necessary to “make Italy’s foreign policy more 

consistent with its history and its geography”. Having said that, for the Italian Government “there is 

a national interest in considering the Mediterranean and Africa the first reference areas of our 

foreign policy, as the bridge for this region to Europe, because Africa is not a lost Continent, rather 

it is a great challenge and a great economic opportunity, so we want to spread the Italian message, 

bearer of culture and mutual understanding”. Along the same line of Mattarella, Gentiloni too 

supported the opportunity to make converging the all national, pan-African and global agendas, so 

as to involve every actor. During the conference, it came out that is hard to use human resources 

in contexts of endemic poverty and inequality, whereby active policies with high investment levels 

for social protection are necessary, so as to lead to job opportunities for young people. In fact, the 

true potential of the African continent lies in its young population’s creativity and innovation skills, 

including that of women.  

                                                        
2  Infra. 
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As to energy efficiency, Gentiloni stated that it is desirable that the sources of clean and renewable 

energy be physically as close as possible to the places where the recipients consume them.  

The goal is to quadruple by 2030 the production of renewable energy in Africa, so as to realize an 

Energy New Deal for Africa, because, if the continent is able to meet the challenges posed by 

climate change, everyone will then benefit from it worldwide. The African Foreign Ministers 

convened in Rome for the Italia-Africa Conference asked the Italian companies to ‘dare and come 

back to Africa armed with a new spirit of enterprise’, offering Italy a platform for exchange in terms 

of science and technology with regard to environmental, agricultural and energy issues. For this 

purpose, anyway, a securer framework of public and private investment is needed, so that it could 

take in those ‘bankable’ projects once presented by the African partners. Again, according to 

Gentiloni “Italy sees Africa as a land of opportunity that is going to be a protagonist the 21st 

Century, precisely because of its untapped potential at human, political, economic and cultural 

levels. Italy is therefore working in a concrete way to transfer this awareness to the rest of Europe”. 

What is more, he specified that “Africa has also acquired a new international political subjectivity: 

from aid recipients, African countries have fully become partners of Europe, the US and China. 

That is why today we can speak of the centrality of Africa in global dynamics. Without Africa, 

globalization is left unfinished. Without a close relationship of cooperation with Africa it is no longer 

possible to deal effectively with international issues such as terrorism, migration, energy security, 

trafficking in human beings, drug trafficking and climate change”. Incidentally, this well matches 

with what Mahboub Maalim, the Executive Secretary of the Intergovernmental Authority for 

Development (IGAD), believes, when he says that all those threats originated in specific nations 

first (i.e. country-specific), then regionalized in neighbouring countries, are now to be seen 

intercontinental, inasmuch they tend to become more and more globalized. As a final point, among 

the many Italian activities in support of Africa’s growth, Gentiloni mentioned just a few: the 

Presidency of the IGAD Partners Forum3 and the Italian participation in the Sustainable Energy 

Fund for Africa (SEFA)4 and in the Africa Climate Change Fund (ACCF)5, managed by the African 

Bank Development (AfDB). 

 

The Italian Prime Minister 

According to the former Italian Prime Minister, Matteo Renzi, “Africa is not the greatest threat to 

Europe, but its greatest opportunity. (...) A special relationship with Africa to Italy is due not only to 

an ethical and justice vision, but also to a political and a based on mutual interest vision”.  

                                                        
3  The IGAD Partners Forum (IPF) was established in November 1996 as a tool to strengthen the collaboration of donor 

countries with the IGAD Member States. The first meeting of the IPF was conducted in Rome on 25 February 1997, 
when a joint body too was established, the Joint IGAD Partners Forum (JIPF) that is co-chaired by Italy and the 
country holding IGAD’s rotating presidency. The JIPF brings together on the one hand the IGAD Member States 
(Eritrea, Ethiopia, Djibouti, Kenya, Somalia, Sudan, South Sudan and Uganda) and on the other hand Partner 
countries and organizations (Italy, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Egypt, Finland, France, Germany, Japan, 
Greece, Ireland, Norway, Netherlands, United Kingdom, Spain, United States, Sweden, Switzerland, as well as World 
Bank, European Commission, United Nations Secretariat, UNDP, UNHCR, FAO and Russia as an observer). See: 
https://igad.int/ 

4  The Italian Ministry of Environment promotes through the Sustainable Energy Fund for Africa (SEFA) the African 
economic growth through the use of green natural resources still untapped. The SEFA is a multi-donor trust fund with 
a hundred million dollars managed by the African Development Bank, which aims to support projects in renewable 
energy and energy efficiency, so as to overcome the African energy deficit by 2025. This includes Italy, Denmark, 
United Kingdom and the United States. See https://www.se4all-africa.org/ 

5  The Africa Climate Change Fund (ACCF) is a multilateral fund set up in 2014 at the African Development Bank by 
Germany and Italy through their respective Ministries of Environment. Rome participates with a contribution of about 
five million Euros. The ACCF supports Africa, with the goal to quickly attain a green economy and a development 
based on a low-carbon use. So far, the first African countries to have benefited are Cabo Verde, Mauritius, 
Mozambique, Congo, Guinea, Swaziland, Nigeria, Sudan, Ivory Coast, Zambia, Mali, Central African Republic (RCA), 
Tanzania, Ethiopia, Uganda and Kenya. See https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Policy-
Documents/Establishment_of_the_Africa_Climate_Change_Fund.pdf 
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He also said “if Europe does not change direction, focusing on Africa, it will not be Africa to lose, 

but Europe, because it would miss the great opportunity to hold together the Old World with the 

Continent of the future”. According to the former Italian Premier, it is necessary that co-

development politics with Africa be promptly prioritized and punctually incorporated within the EU’s 

policies. On the contrary, according to him, both EU institutions and EU Member States would 

have diverged from this approach, favouring so far a far more self-referential agenda. As a matter 

of fact, in 2016, the Italian Government has attempted to propose to its European partners a new 

economic and political agenda focused on three central areas: a more open to the external action 

economic policy, a strategic vision on migration, and the promotion of reciprocal cultural identities 

in dialogue with one another (i.e. interculturality). He thinks that to double the cooperation funds in 

it can no longer be enough, while it is required a long-term strategy, able to bring the cultural 

values at the heart of the European guiding principles in compliance with various spheres, from 

agribusiness to energy, from technology to university cooperation and so forth. In essence, Italy’s 

trade with African countries is of about 40 billion Euros, equivalent to the 5.2% of the whole African 

trade with the rest of the world. These figures tell that Italy is placed number seven amongst the 

African international trading partners, despite the decline of energy imports from Libya in this 

period. In addition, in the coming years Italian-Africa trade is expected to grow at an estimated rate 

of 5%. As per the data provided by the Italian MoFA, in 2015, Italy exported above all 

manufacturing sector products to Africa for a total of over 18 billion Euros, particularly:  

machineries (4.8 billion), oil products (2.7 billion) and metallurgical products (1.5 billion). 

Furthermore, Italy imports commodities from Africa for 10 billion Euros, equal to the 54% of its total 

imports. Getting back to his speech, Renzi also stated that Europe would have self-excluded from 

the process of the economic integration and co-development with Africa precisely because of its 

excessive ‘introversion’; over the past years, the European economic policies were too much 

focused on domestic issues, in his words on the austerity, and not enough to unlock funds in the 

form of financial instruments at the benefit of African counterparts, which, in the absence of a valid 

European alternative, have been tempted and compelled to prefer substitute partnerships with 

other global stakeholders, as with China for example. The new Rome’s approach to migration, 

regarding this phenomenon as a strategic issue for Italy and for Europe, has resulted in the Italian 

proposal known as the Migration Compact, whose fundamental idea is to create a long-term 

partnership with Africa, also thanks to some innovative support and financing means, so that, in 

response, the African countries be more effective as far as border controls and return cooperation 

are concerned. More precisely, the Migration Compact – Contribution to an EU Strategy for 

external action on Migration is an Italian non-paper, suggesting a responsible and cooperative 

exchange between Europe and Africa on the issues of development and migration, which on April 

15, 2016, the Italian Government has transmitted to the President of the European Commission, 

Jean-Claude Juncker. Actually, between 2010 and 2015, roughly two million Africans have arrived 

in Europe, an increase of 10.3% compared to the previous decade, which explains why Europe 

and Italy are in urgent need to ensure the migratory flows’ sustainability.  In brief, the Italian 

position is thus clear: those who erect walls with the illusion of defending themselves from others, 

from the ‘different’, shall end up imprisoning themselves. It is important to bear in mind that, given 

the fact that migration’s root-causes are long-term ones, for that reason it is crucial for Italy and 

Europe to envisage an equally long period joint-counter-strategy, to be shared with both the African 

Governments and the African Union. Regarding interculturality, the Italian Prime Minister stated 

that, due to demographic reasons too, Europe is aging, while Africa grows and rejuvenates, hence 

Italy would like that there were more and more places, spaces and ways – symbolic and real – so 

that European and African youth can meet and get to know each other, so as to lay the foundations 

for a first-hand mutual understanding and a new attitude to the future.  
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Terrorism, in fact, is perfectly aware of the symbolic importance of different cultures meeting 

places: the proof of it are the terrorist attacks against museums (Bardo in Tunisia), universities 

(Garissa in Kenya) or to churches, synagogues, mosques and schools (Boko Haram in Nigeria), or 

the destruction of effigies and monuments expressions of earlier civilizations (Timbuktu in Mali) or 

examples of other cultural and religious premises than that which they claim to inspire their 

nihilistic and iconoclastic actions to. As long as both European and African countries, as well as 

their respective societies, keep being the main extremists’ target, then we must counter not only 

fundamentalism as such, but also the parallel superficiality of those demagogues feeding their 

electoral support on the basis of an alleged convergence of the terrorist phenomenon with that of 

migration: “so, we must instead dissuade them right of the opposite” – said he in conclusion of his 

communication. 

The Italian Government gave a great consideration to the African points of view, by paying 

attention to the indications and suggestions of all delegations and especially those of the African 

Union’s Commissioners, who attended the Italia-Africa Conference in Rome. In particular, the 

Commissioner for Peace and Security, Smail Chargui, highlighted the importance of the Italian 

Africa Peace Facility (IAPF). Actually, thanks to Romano Prodi, within the larger framework of the 

Joint Africa-EU Strategy, on the occasion of the 2007 Africa-EU Summit of Lisbon, Italy and the 

AUC have signed an agreement establishing this specific instrument, the Italian Africa Peace 

Facility (IAPF) – initially with 40 Euros million and today with 10 million Euros – aimed at 

strengthening operational, institutional and logistical African capabilities, at both continental and 

sub-regional levels, with regard to crisis prevention, crisis management and post-conflict situations. 

Owing to this agreement, that assigned geographic focus to Somalia, Sudan and the Horn of Africa 

(HoA), the Italian Government finances the AUC for each programme jointly agreed.  

More precisely, today, albeit with fewer resources, the IAPF supports the African Union Mission to 

Somalia (AMISOM), the African Union High-Level Implementation Panel (AUHIP) for Sudan, the 

African Union’s Panel of the Wise6 and the Tana High-Level Forum on Security in Africa7. Last, but 

not least, the President of the African Union Commission (AUC) signed, on 17 May 2016, in Milan, 

a Memorandum of Understanding between the AU Commission and E4Impact Foundation 8 , 

represented by the former Mayor of Milan, Letizia Moratti, aimed at enhancing agribusiness and 

agricultural entrepreneurship.  

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
A first Africa Plan was prepared by the Italian Ministry of Economic Development (MISE)9 at the 

time of the Italian Presidency of the G8 in 2009, although no major outcomes followed, until in 

2013, when the then Italian Foreign Minister, Emma Bonino, with the goal of building an equitable 

and sustainable partnership with the African continent, endorsed the Italia–Africa Initiative, whose 

architecture was built along the lines of the already existing Italy –Latin America Conference10.  

                                                        
6  See: https://www.au.int/organs/psc  
7  See: http://www.tanaforum.org/  
8  The E4Impact Foundation was formed in 2015 by Pietro Salini (Salini Impregilo), Letizia Moratti (Securfin), Giorgio 

Squinzi (Mapei), Franco Anelli (Catholic University), Rector of the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart and Mario 
Molteni (Association Always Africa), professor of Business Economics at the Catholic University. The Foundation 
aims at training new entrepreneurs by adopting ad hoc formulas, enhancing African universities’ professors and 
academic staff skills, supporting Italian SMEs in Africa and training new entrepreneurs through the Global Impact 
MBA in Entrepreneurship thanks to an set of companies, foundations, social venture funds, banks and institutions. 

Such MBA is already active in Kenya, Uganda, Ghana, Ivory Coast and Sierra Leone. See: www.e4impact.org  
9  See: http://www.mise.gov.it/images/stories/commercio_internazionale/osservatorio_commercio_internazionale/ 

schede_paese/africa/Africa_11_05_2016.pdf 
10  See: http://www.governo.it/media/vii-conferenza-italia-america-latina-e-caraibi/3088  

https://www.au.int/organs/psc
http://www.tanaforum.org/
http://www.e4impact.org/
http://www.mise.gov.it/images/stories/commercio_internazionale/osservatorio_commercio_internazionale/%20schede_paese/africa/Africa_11_05_2016.pdf
http://www.mise.gov.it/images/stories/commercio_internazionale/osservatorio_commercio_internazionale/%20schede_paese/africa/Africa_11_05_2016.pdf
http://www.governo.it/media/vii-conferenza-italia-america-latina-e-caraibi/3088
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Since 2009, the Italian MoFA has been organizing a number of Country Presentations, inviting in 

Rome several African delegations, to be put in contact with the Italian companies interested in 

investing in those countries.  

In 2016, for instance, we had bilateral meetings with Rwanda, Democratic Republic of Congo 

(DRC) and Guinea, where for the first time an Italian Embassy is about to be opened. Particularly 

important will be the development of inter-parliamentary dialogue, to ensure the constancy of the 

political relationship between Italy and the countries of the African continent by strengthening ties 

of the Italian Parliament with the Association of European Parliamentarians with Africa (AWEPA)11, 

based in Amsterdam with offices located in Africa. Actually, the First Italia-Africa Conference aims 

to give proper prominence to the presence and role of the African community in Italy, and one 

segment of it will be devoted to the diaspora’s remittances, in order to halve the cost of its money 

transfers abroad. Another way to complement the Italian strategy is to increase the number and 

quality of the so-called Italian systemic missions in some African countries, such as that of 

February 2017 in Cameroon. Besides, it should also be underlined the role to be played by Italian 

and African think tanks, in cooperation with the Italian MoFA’s Unit for Analysis, Planning and 

Historic Diplomatic Documentation (UAP)12. The Foreign Ministry plans to organize this event 

every two years: the second edition of the Italia-Africa Conference will take place in 2018 to be 

preceded by a technical follow-up in the spring. In conclusion, the Italian Head of State, Sergio 

Mattarella, is illuminating, when he declares: “Africa is not, and, in any event, can no longer be 

‘other’ than Europe and vice versa. That vision has waned and finally relegated to the past”. Africa 

is increasingly protagonist of the international politics, security and economy architecture, thanks to 

the dynamic role played by the regional organizations and the African Union too. If Africa is to be 

seen as a European continental partner, which to face globalization with, then Italy, due to its 

history, geographical location and culture, is the bridge between Africa and Europe. A better 

management of the migration issue could take a cue from the Migration Compact, the Italian 

proposal based on the assumption that a grand Euro-African deal should be set up, combining 

together development and migration through an indispensable and mutual Euro-African 

responsibility. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
11  See: http://www.awepa.org/ 
12  See: http://www.esteri.it/mae/it/ministero/servizi/uapsds  

http://www.awepa.org/
http://www.esteri.it/mae/it/ministero/servizi/uapsds


Russia, Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
Lorena Di Placido 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue II 22 

Kazakhstan, a mediator in the Syrian crisis 

 
The initiative of Astana 

On December 23, during a meeting held in Moscow, the presidents of Russia, Turkey and Iran have 

agreed to promote a joint negotiating initiative for Syria. Russia and Turkey have asked the President 

of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbaev, if he could host the meeting. Once they obtained the consent 

of the President, the preparations of the two days of meetings, which took place on January 23 to 

24, started in Astana. Kazakhstan, as the host country, did not intervene directly in the running of 

the work, rather providing the diplomatic framework and logistics. 

The talks have had the dual purpose of supporting the strengthening of the ceasefire that came into 

force at midnight on December 30 and to create a new complementary platform for dialogue in the 

Geneva talks (which are held regularly under the auspices of the United Nations) and in compliance 

with resolution 2254 of the Security Council (which constitutes a road map for the peace process in 

Syria). 

The initiative was attended by: the delegations of the Syrian government; part of the armed 

opposition (represented by 20 groups participating in the cease-fire, which took part as a single 

delegation); the governments of Russia, Iran, Turkey; the Special Representative of the United 

Nations to Syria, Staffan de Mistura and the ambassadors of the United States, France, Great Britain 

(as observers). 

The work took place behind closed doors, with media coverage entrusted to 320 foreign and 120 

Kazakh journalists. The delegates of the Syrian government and representatives of the armed 

opposition groups didn’t have direct talks, but through a mediator; only at the opening session were 

they seated at the same table. 

At the end of the second day of talks, Russia Turkey and Iran signed a joint statement, recognizing 

the usefulness of attempts to promote a diplomatic type solution and proposing the establishment of 

a monitoring mechanism for the ceasefire. 

On February 6, the joint working group monitoring the ceasefire regime in Syria held the first technical 

meeting. It was attended by representatives from Russia, Turkey, Iran, as a guarantor of the 

negotiating process, the United Nations representative for Syria and 13 armed groups. Jordan (who 

stepped in alongside the United States as an observer) reported the availability of armed groups 

active in southern Syria to join the cease-fire regime and to fight against the Islamic State and Jabhat 

Fateh al-Sham. 

 

The role of Kazakhstan 

The choice of Kazakhstan as the site of the works was not random. The role of mediator had already 

been played by Kazakhstan to restore Russian-Turkish bilateral relations (frozen as a result of the 

shooting down of a Russian military jet in November 2015) and in the negotiations about Iran's 

nuclear program (Kazakhstan hosted two meetings of the 5 + 1 initiative in February and April 2013). 

Moreover, the commitment of Kazakhstan in the Syrian crisis started even before the current Astana 

initiative. From the beginning of hostilities, now entering its sixth year, the Kazakh leadership had 

asked the international community to seek a diplomatic solution to the conflict, in the belief that the 

military options would only exacerbate the situation. In light of this belief, Astana was already home 

to two dialogue attempts. In May 2015, Kazakhstan hosted the first consultations with Syrian 

opposition representatives interested in seeking a diplomatic solution. In October a second meeting 

was held and opened the discussion on humanitarian issues, agreeing on humanitarian corridors for 

the safe passage of people fleeing the fighting.  
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In 2012, in parallel with the political and diplomatic initiatives, the Kazakh government, through the 

Organization of Islamic Cooperation allocated to Jordan and Lebanon $ 400,000 in favor of the 

Syrian refugee population in the camps, and in October 2015 donated $ 316,000 in medical supplies 

for the Syrians who fled to the border area with Turkey. The sending of 500 tons of food and 

humanitarian aid was decided in January of this year. 

 

The third modernization of Kazakhstan 

For Kazakhstan, the first months of 2017 marked a turning point not only in the international scenario, 

but also in the reorganization of the domestic institutions. With a special statement broadcasted on 

television in the evening of January 30, President Nursultan Nazarbayev announced the launch of 

the "third phase of modernization" of Kazakhstan, which consists of a few key priorities to ensure 

economic growth and the aim to be among the 30 most developed countries in the world by 2050. 

The first phase of the modernization of the country coincided with the independence and the 

opportunity to base the new economy of the 90s on market principles; the second phase was 

characterized by the implementation of the Development Strategy up to 2030 and the establishment 

of the new capital, Astana. The third phase initiated with the adoption of the new economic growth 

model based on the Development Strategy up to 2050 and the implementation of the national plan 

of 100 Concrete Steps, designed to support the competitiveness of an action plan with global aims. 

The five priorities at the root of the process are: accelerated technological modernization of the 

economy; improvement and expansion of the business sphere; macroeconomic stability; improving 

the quality of human capital; institutional reforms and fight against corruption. In relation to this last 

point, in an earlier televised speech aired on January 25, Nazarbaev announced the start of a series 

of constitutional amendments, studied by a special commission, in charge of referring to the 

parliament and ministers some powers currently hold by the President, as well as to proceed to a 

deep redistribution of official duties and the overall democratization of the political system (among 

other things, the parliament will be allowed to bring down the government by a no confidence 

vote).The draft of the reform package was presented on January 26 and will be presented in 

parliament after a discussion at the national level lasting a month. 

 

Some concluding thoughts 

The outcome of the Astana negotiations has been satisfactorily defined by the parties. The absence 

of several key actors (in particular, the Islamic State and Jabhat Fateh al-Sham) has certainly 

contained the outcomes of the initiative, however, the successful negotiations, of a lasting nature, 

have been a shared opportunity for all the participants to support dialogue and the Geneva initiatives. 

Kazakhstan, chosen as headquarters of the Russian-Turkish-Iranianinitiative, has been recognized 

by the three regional powers as a reliable and credible international partner. It is the crowning 

achievement of a goal sought since independence, through the establishment of good relations with 

neighbors and the promotion of multilateral initiatives, such as the CICA (Conference on Interaction 

and Confidence-Building Measures in Asia) or the nuclear-test banning with the group Nevada 

Semipalatinsk, which in recent years evolved into the global Atom Project. It should be noted that 

August 29 has been proclaimed by the United Nations International Day Against Nuclear Tests, in 

memory of the closure of the Soviet Semipalatinsk nuclear polygon, which caused environmental 

and health disasters still present in Kazakhstan. After the presidency of the OSCE, held in 2010, the 

commitment of Kazakhstan as a reliable international partner has been recognized, becoming a non-

permanent member of the Security Council of the United Nations from January 1 and for the 2017-

18 biennium. 

The decision made by the participants at the summit that Kazakhstan will become the seat of the 

ceasefire monitoring mechanism keeps the involvement of Kazakhstan in the settlement of the 
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Syrian crisis in the medium to long term and takes the country a step further towards building a good 

international image. 

Overall, the success of the initiative puts forward Kazakhstan to gain a growing diplomatic prestige 

in the long run. 

 

Events: 

● Turkmenistan and Iran dispute over natural gas 

On January 1, Turkmenistan stopped sending gas to Iran, over substantial arrears (approximately 

US $ 1.8 billion) yet to be paid by Tehran. Subsequently, a temporary agreement was concluded, 

but the issue, however, still remains, open. Since 1997, Iran became Turkmenistan’s third largest 

gas market after China and Turkey. 

 

● Visit of the President of Moldova to Moscow: cooperation resumes 

On January 17, the newly elected president of the republic of Moldova, Igor Dodon, paid a visit to 

Moscow where he held talks with President Putin and the president of the upper house, Valentina 

Mativiyenko. Dodon expressed his intention to withdraw from the Association Agreement with the 

European Union, which entered into force in 2014, and to expand and deepen cooperation with 

Russia. Since Moldova is a parliamentary republic, Dodon has no power to decide about the 

agreement signed with Brussels, but, being the first President directly elected by the people, his 

statements acquire a particular political value. Interviewed by a Russian TV channel on January 23, 

Dodon added that Moldova cannot aim at reunification if it remains linked to cooperation with the 

EU, which is not shared neither by the population of Transnistria (separatist region financially and 

militarily backed by Moscow) nor by Gagauzia (autonomous region, inhabited by a Turkish 

population, who speaks Russian and professes the Orthodox Christian faith). According to Dodon, 

Brussels rather threatens the independence of Moldova, given the declared aspirations of Romania 

to annex the small republic, with which it shares ethnicity, language and culture. For the time being, 

the Moldovan parliament has a majority of MEPs from pro-European parties. 

 

● Two suspects arrested in Kyrgyzstan for terrorism 

On January 25, the Committee for National Security of Kyrgyzstan reported two suspected members 

of a terrorist group, found in possession of $ 56,000 in counterfeit bills printed in Turkey, had been 

arrested. In addition, the authorities stated that the suspects would have ties to two Kyrgyz citizens 

living in Istanbul (Mansur Suvanov and Ilias Sabirov), one of whom is considered to be linked to the 

terrorist attack on the Chinese embassy in Bishkek, which took place on August 30, 2016. 

 

● Uzbekistan's investment to save the Aral Sea 

On January 30, the State Program for Development of the Aral region came into force, which in the 

period 2017-2021 will provide an expenditure of $ 2.6 billion for the rehabilitation of the entire area, 

affected by serious ecological problems. The plan includes the creation of new jobs, the development 

of forms of water supply, proper treatment of waste, the improvement of medical services, the 

construction of new homes and infrastructure, the introduction of microcredit loans and social bonus 

for residents. Since 1960, the Aral Sea (once, fourth water reserve in the world) has lost 90% of its 

water due to the impoverishment of the rivers that feed it (Amu Darya and Syr Darya), the nefarious 

policies of rivers diversion and the disposal of hazardous waste produced during the Soviet era. In 

addition to the impoverishment of the local population, traditionally devoted to fishing, the loss of the 

reservoir has generated an extensive desertification and a climate change context. 
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● Changing relations between Belarus and Russia 

As of February 1, the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) has established a security zone along 

the border with Belarus. This decision follows the announcement (at the end of 2016) of the abolition 

of visas for short-term visitors to Belarus from 80 countries, including the United States and the 

European Union, which entered into force on February 9, 2017. Since the independence, relations 

between Russia and Belarus have been very intense and oriented to a real integration, which has 

even led, in January 2000, to the creation of a Union State and the abolition of border controls. 

Moscow's unilateral decision was strongly criticized by the Minsk leadership and could lead to 

acceleration in cooperation with Western partners. 

 

● Tension rises in the Donbass 

In the second half of January, in the eastern separatist regions of Ukraine the tension began to rise, 

leaving dozens dead and injured among Ukrainian and separatist forces. Several victims have also 

been recorded among civilians leaving the areas close to the fighting. The most critical situations 

were recorded in the city of Avdiika, near Donetsk. Both sides have accused each other of having 

fueled the escalation, which has grown since the proclamation of the last ceasefire, on December 

23. The situation remains fluid and open to any possible development, including further deterioration 

of the security situation. 

 

● Four suspected extremists killed in Azerbaijan 

On January 31, during a search, the Azerbaijani security forces killed four extremists. A fifth was 

arrested. They are believed to belong to an unspecified group of religious origin, about to carry out 

attacks on Azerbaijani territory. The news was released by the Security Service of the State, which 

did not, however, provide details neither on the operational aspects nor on the possible target of the 

event. 

 

● Armenia: three sentences for the storming of the police station 

On February 2, the court in the Nork-Marash and Kentro districts of Yerevan sentenced three men 

to three years in prison for their direct involvement in the police station raid that occurred on July 17, 

2016 by 30 members of the opposition group Sasna Tserer and lasted for more than two weeks. The 

group demanded the resignation of President Serzh Sarkisian and the release of Zhirayr Sefilian, 

leader of the Founding Parliament radical opposition movement. Sefilian was arrested on June 20 

on suspicion of having organized a plot to occupy several government offices and telecommunication 

facilities in Yerevan. The attack of July 17, left a policeman and a woman, accidentally caught in the 

line of fire, dead; another policeman was killed in the following days.As a result, several members of 

the group and sympathizers were arrested and are awaiting trial. 
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Xi Jinping, globalisation and the Chinese Fault Lines 

 
The edition of 2017 of the World Economic Forum (WEF) in Davos, has given significant surprises 

regarding China. First, the participation, for the first time, of the President of the Republic of China, 

as well as secretary of the Communist Party of China, Xi Jinping. 

In fact, in the past the prime minister participated in the work of Davos, not the President of the 

Republic, to which the Chinese policy relies a more political-philosophical task rather than 

economic and financial. Xi Jinping on the contrary has a very practical approach, dealing directly 

with the national economy and global trade issues, as it did in Davos. 

The other new element, are the words that Xi gave in Davos in stark contrast - as noted by Martin 

Wolf in the Financial Times - with the words spoken by President Trump, highly critical of 

globalization and free trade. On the contrary, the Chinese president has spoken out in defense of 

free trade and, at least in appearance, of a liberal and democratic that order, of which globalization 

is a product. It is therefore worth analysing point by point his speech. 

The Chinese president, in fact, as he had explained Karl Polanyi in 1944 with the concept of the 

"Great Transformation", points out, at the opening of his speech, as the economic growth there has 

been in recent years has produced extraordinary technologies but also wars and conflicts. “On the 

one hand, with growing material wealth and advances in science and technology, human 

civilization has developed as never before. On the other hand, frequent regional conflicts, global 

challenges like terrorism and refugees, as well as poverty, unemployment and widening income 

gap have all added to the uncertainties of the world. 

At this point of the speech, Xi Jinping expresses a different opinion on globalization than Trump. 

While the American president believes that globalization is causing American impoverishment, Xi 

argues that: “Some blame economic globalization for the chaos in the world. Economic 

globalization was once viewed as the treasure cave found by Ali Baba in The Arabian Nights, but it 

has now become the Pandora’s Box in the eyes of many. The international community finds itself 

in a heated debate on economic globalization. Today, I wish to address the global economy in the 

context of economic globalization. The point I want to make is that many of the problems troubling 

the world are not caused by economic globalization. For instance, the refugee waves from the 

Middle East and North Africa in recent years have become a global concern. Several million people 

have been displaced, and some small children lost their lives while crossing the rough sea. This is 

indeed heart-breaking. It is war, conflict and regional turbulence that have created this problem, 

and its solution lies in making peace, promoting reconciliation and restoring stability.  

The international financial crisis is another example. It is not an inevitable outcome of economic 

globalization; rather, it is the consequence of excessive chase of profit by financial capital and 

grave failure of financial regulation. Just blaming economic globalization for the world’s problems is 

inconsistent with reality, and it will not help solve the problems. From the historical perspective, 

economic globalization resulted from growing social productivity, and is a natural outcome of 

scientific and technological progress, not something created by any individuals or any countries. 

Economic globalization has powered global growth and facilitated movement of goods and capital, 

advances in science, technology and civilization, and interactions among peoples”. 

This is the reason why Chinese president Xi Jinping, argues that it is necessary to “adapt to and 

guide economic globalization, cushion its negative impact, and deliver its benefits to all countries 

and all nations”. 
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The Chinese president is right. In fact, data on the growth of the American and Chinese GDP in the 

period 1992-2015 show that the American GDP rose from 6,500 billion to 18,000 billion dollars. 

While China's GDP increased from 426 billion in 1992 to 11,000 billion in 2015. No other country, 

nor among the G7 countries, or between the group of BRICS has recorded such an increase. 

Which means that the US and China are the countries that have most benefited from globalization. 

A benefit that the newly elected president of the United States does not recognize, but China does. 

In Davos, in fact, Xi sustained that the “integration into the global economy is a historical trend. To 

grow its economy, China must have the courage to swim in the vast ocean of the global market. If 

one is always afraid of bracing the storm and exploring the new world, he will sooner or later get 

drowned in the ocean. Therefore, China took a brave step to embrace the global market. We have 

had our fair share of choking in the water and encountered whirlpools and choppy waves, but we 

have learned how to swim in this process. It has proved to be a right strategic choice. Whether you 

like it or not, the global economy is the big ocean that you cannot escape from. Any attempt to cut 

off the flow of capital, technologies, products, industries and people between economies, and 

channel the waters in the ocean back into isolated lakes and creeks is simply not possible. Indeed, 

it runs counter to the historical trend.” 

Hence the necessity to strengthen the globalisation process: “We should act pro-actively and 

manage economic globalization as appropriate so as to release its positive impact and rebalance 

the process of economic globalization. We should follow the general trend, proceed from our 

respective national conditions and embark on the right pathway of integrating into economic 

globalization with the right pace. We should strike a balance between efficiency and equity to 

ensure that different countries, different social strata and different groups of people all share in the 

benefits of economic globalization. The people of all countries expect nothing less from us, and this 

is our unshrinkable responsibility as leaders of our times”. 

The Xi Jinping points out the causes that he believes are undermining the globalisation process. 

First, “First, lack of robust driving forces for global growth makes it difficult to sustain the steady 

growth of the global economy. (...)Despite the emergence of new technologies such as artificial 

intelligence and 3-D printing, new sources of growth are yet to emerge. A new path for the global 

economy remains elusive.” Second, “Second, inadequate global economic governance makes it 

difficult to adapt to new developments in the global economy. (...)The global economic landscape 

has changed profoundly in the past few decades. However, the global governance system has not 

embraced those new changes and is therefore inadequate in terms of representation and 

inclusiveness”. Third, “Third, uneven global development makes it difficult to meet people’s 

expectations for better lives”. 

Hence, the Chinese president expressed his solution to the abovementioned problems. First: “First, 

we should develop a dynamic, innovation-driven growth model. (...) .Innovation is the primary force 

guiding development. (...) Only with the courage to innovate and reform can we remove 

bottlenecks blocking global growth and development”. Second, “Second, we should pursue a well-

coordinated and inter-connected approach to develop a model of open and win-win cooperation. 

(...)We must remain committed to developing global free trade and investment; promote trade and 

investment liberalization and facilitation through opening-up and say no to protectionism. Pursuing 

protectionism is like locking oneself in a dark room. While wind and rain may be kept outside, that 

dark room will also block light and air. No one will emerge as a winner in a trade war”. Third, “Third, 

we should develop a model of fair and equitable governance in keeping with the trend of the 

times”. 

At this everyone, old, Xi Jinping vindicates the validity of the Chinese model that has guaranteed 

well-being and economic development to the country under the autocratic leadership of the party, 

thus denying, it seems reasonable to continue, the prophecies of those who believe that economic 
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development is incompatible with a political model different from that of liberal Western 

democracies. 

That said, Xi Jinping sustains that “China’s development is an opportunity for the world; China has 

not only benefited from economic globalization but also contributed to it”. 

Now, if we exclude the latter referring to the strength and vitality of the Chinese model, of which the 

writer has serious doubts, there would be little objection to the Xi Jinping's speech, which in effect, 

has risen as the champion of that globalization that China has benefited greatly. Conversely Trump 

threat that free trade, created by the United States system, which for decades has prevented the 

return of war between the great powers preserved the hegemonic role of the US. 

What is puzzling is the reality behind the words. The United States has become the engine of 

globalization not only through its own multinationals that have littered the world of foreign direct 

investment, but also supporting the growth of the defeated countries emerging from World War II 

before, and developing countries after (the case most emblematic is just what China) opened its 

huge market to the goods of the above mentioned countries. In short, the Chinese arms have been 

able to work and grow thanks to the voracious American mouths. 

The Chinese reality is totally different. Beijing in fact, continues to have an essentially mercantilist 

approach to international economy, especially with regard to opening up its domestic market to 

foreign firms and international exports. As The Wall Street Journal, China preaches "free trade for 

its exports but too often practice protectionism at home." The Chinese authorities, in fact, often 

impose non-tariff barriers that restrict imports, not to mention the continuous support that the public 

authorities guarantee the big Chinese state companies. 

Moreover, the United States has provided the order they created public utility assets as a global 

currency, a global company and a global legal system army. 

China is also making progress on these issues. Beijing claims to have a larger role in international 

institutions, the yuan is becoming more and more a global currency and Chinese armed forces are 

modernized quickly and are trying to build a global system basis, in support of a Chinese Blue-

Water Navy. Furthermore, for the first time Beijing is starting to build a binding system of alliances, 

something to which has been always refractory. On this front, therefore, nothing prevents that 

China will acquire the tools necessary to become a great power. 

Everything changes if it is considered that the US has been the main source of technological 

innovation and scientific inquiry, for the liberal democratic order they created. The ability to 

produce innovation is also the basis of American economic power. Add to this it is necessary that 

freedom in China is shrinking, with the contraction of those of market autonomy and civil society 

that are vital because the Chinese economy can, like his policy makers wish to become 

technological-intensive economy. 

At this regard, Elisabeth C. Economy writes on Foreign Affairs that “Xi’s Davos speech did he 

mention the free flow of information—also an essential element of globalization. Xi might seek to 

promote the Chinese narrative abroad, but he has little interest in allowing alternative ideas and 

ideals to influence the Chinese domestic audience”. 

In summary, the ambitions of Beijing to drive globalization in western approach and his willingness 

to reform and strengthen the institutions established by Washington after World War II, without 

wanting to replace, at least at the moment, with Chinese institutions matrix is a good sign . 

However, I doubt that Beijing has really intended to replace United States and apply for a global 

leadership role for which Beijing has neither the resources nor a strategy. Beijing in fact keeps 

moving inside its imperial tradition, whose main goal is to create a Sino-centric order, that has 

essentiality defence in nature and is based on a zero-sum game. 
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Basic income and rural employment guarantee scheme:  

two strategies to boost welfare and development in India 

 

For years, we have been hearing politicians and researchers calling India “the future great power.” 

A nation with an enormous potential which, unfortunately, it is not able to fully exploit. India is blocked 

by a political system that, by granting lots of autonomy to individual nation states, is impairing the 

central government’s ability to implement structural reforms. From an economic perspective, 

population, size, lack of resources, inadequate and inefficient infrastructure networks, inadequate 

school system and crippling bureaucracy have created huge pockets of inefficiency and under-

development that are more and more difficult to clean up. The situation is not much better from a 

strategic perspective, due to critical boundaries that have been dragging on for decades, that are 

keeping the level of alert very high, and that are consequently impeding a more efficient allocation 

of the limited resources available. 

When Narendra Modi came to power in 2014, he was fully aware of this situation, as he was aware 

that his supporters voted for him hoping to have found the right man to change Indian destiny, that 

is transforming the nation in a prosperous country as he did for Gujarat, a nation state where Modi 

had served as Prime Minister for the previous 11 years, and which registered during his time an 

astonishing economic boom. With 5 percent of the national population and 6 percent of the territory, 

Gujarat is contributing today to 7.6 percent of national growth, 10 percent of the workforce, and 22 

percent of exports. From 2001 to 2012, Gujarat maintained a growth rate of an average of 10 percent 

per annum, touching peaks of 15 percent between 2004 and 2006, and settling at around 8 percent 

after the international financial crisis, thereby remaining much higher than the national average even 

in difficult times. 

Gujarat’s success is not only linked to economic growth. Modi succeeded in building crucial 

infrastructures in the country. The quality of the roads is very good, and above the national average; 

in a very short time, Gujarat went through a stage in which it was not able to meet its energy needs 

(2002) to one in which it started exporting energy, and this happened despite the explosion of 

domestic demand connected to the industrial boom Gujarat went through. Gujarat’s 18 thousand 

villages are now connected to the electrical grid and water supplies are regular and abundant 

throughout the country. Although India continues to occupy the last positions (142nd out of 189) in 

the list of countries in which it is easier to do business, Gujarat has managed to attract many 

investments from both local and foreign tycoons. Modi has adopted a very simple and direct 

approach to limit the impact of bureaucracy: simplifying procedures and using technology to speed 

up the applications processing time and empower officials. Thanks to all these improvements, 

Gujarat not only found itself awash with investment and job opportunities, but it also managed to set 

up a more efficient tax system and to partially solve the problem of government officials’ corruption. 

If we compare them to Indian standards, these are extraordinary results, which have enabled the 

public to hold off the disappointment for another challenge that, in Gujarat, Modi could not win: fight 

against poverty. Although statistics provide conflicting numbers, it is realistic to believe that a 

percentage of the local population that fluctuates between 30 and 40 percent still live in extreme 

poverty. That situation, which is even more difficult to justify in the light of the above-mentioned 

achievements, confirms the existence of critical points in the “Gujarat Model” advocated by Modi. 

By momentarily changing our perspective, it is undoubtedly very important to highlight how the 

initiatives carried out in Gujarat over the past 15 years help to clarify the reasons why the Indian 

premier has decided to invest in education, infrastructure, foreign direct investment, simplification 

and computerization of laws and bureaucratic procedures at the national level as well.  

On top of that, and differently from what happened in Gujarat, in New Delhi the fight against 

corruption seems to be proceeding today hand in hand with the one against poverty. 
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Poverty rates statistics in India are always very confused. Although there are many studies 

confirming that the number of Indians living on less than two dollars and a half a day has been 

decreasing (between 2009 and 2012, this percentage changed from 38 to 29.5 percent), it is also 

true that most of the people who have managed to overcome this threshold has now an income that 

is slightly above it, and very far away from the $10 a day that in rural India may ensure an acceptable 

quality of life. 

Disconcerting data have emerged from 2011 census: 73 percent of the Indian population still lives 

in rural areas, and less than 5 percent of the rural population earns enough to pay taxes. Only 2.5 

percent of this segment of the population owns a vehicle with four wheels, only 10 percent has a job 

that provides a regular compensation, while the rest of the population is paid on per day basis, and 

75 percent of regular workers earn less than $78 per month. Finally, only 3.5 percent of students get 

a diploma, 35.7 percent of the rural population does not know how to read and write, but, surprisingly, 

71 percent of rural Indians own a mobile phone. 

With these numbers, the one of poverty in India appears as a very complex and difficult problem to 

solve. Modi administration has chosen to bet on education, fight against corruption and on improving 

both functionality and efficiency of Indian welfare systems, using technology (and therefore taking 

advantage of the familiarity with mobile technology that already exists) to distribute subsidies directly 

and avoiding any interference from potentially corrupted intermediaries. 

Strategies that seem virtuous at the moment in which they are discussed, do not necessarily prove 

effective once implemented. The most striking example of a policy that has failed to achieve the 

desired result is the one of Rupee demonetization launched at the end of 2016. Regardless of the 

liquidity difficulties this strategy has created in the country, the government itself recently admitted 

that the initiative has proved less effective than expected.  

Considering the limited impact of the liquidity crisis on Modi’s reputation, his unexpected admission 

of the criticalities related to demonetization has paradoxically created even more expectations 

towards a government that, differently from what used to happen in the past, is emphasizing his 

accountability for the policies it is implementing and supporting, and indirectly confirming its 

preference for a “responsible governance”.  

Perhaps coincidentally, perhaps for strategic reasons, this comment came just a few days before 

the details of the new Budget Law were released, in early February. As announced by Finance 

Minister Arun Jaitley, the new law confirms a radical change in the government commitment to use 

government funds to support domestic growth. In particular, $7.1 billion have been allocated to fund 

a system designed to ensure 100 days of paid work to all families living in agricultural areas. 50 per 

cent of the India workforce is currently employed in the agriculture sector, which is contributing only 

to 18 percent of national GDP. By encouraging the dispersal of resources and therefore limiting their 

impact on growth and development, the chronic shortage of opportunities and the inefficiency of the 

current welfare system (there are almost a thousand initiatives at both central and local level), are 

among the many reasons that are making most of the attempts to improve the quality of life of Indian 

rural population unsuccessful.  

The allocation of $7.1 billion to fund an existing welfare scheme that is guaranteeing 100 days of 

paid work to every family is important not only because it is the largest loan ever approved for this 

type of initiatives and because of the impact the scheme could have on families’ welfare and the fight 

against poverty, but also because it seems to discredit, at least temporarily, the debate on basic 

income in India.  

A few days before the new Budget Law was released, another important document was published 

by the Indian Finance Ministry. This was the Economic Survey 2016-17, which, for the first time, 

included a chapter on basic income and its possible implementation in the Indian context. 
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The debate on basic income has become very popular not only in India but also in Europe and in the 

United States. Although basic income has been labelled as economically unsustainable for years, 

today, more and more economists have started considering it the only available tool to eradicate 

inequalities. Basic income is, by definition, an income that the government distributes on a monthly 

basis to its legal residents. 

In the last few years, many Western countries have experimented minimum hourly pay, direct 

incentives, tax deductions and another kind of subsidies but they have all proved unsuccessful in 

creating an equal society. These failures are behind the renewed optimism about a measure which, 

ideally, would create a more secure environment for families, where parents, no longer forced to look 

for work or to renounce to the basic income should they find one, can afford to spend more time with 

their children. According to available data, this increased security should lead to a drastic reduction 

in the crime rates, school dropout, drug and alcohol abusers and mental disorders. According to 

basic income supporters, a more peaceful and equitable environment will also increase productivity 

at work1. 

The Indian context, however, is very different from that of most Western nations. The logic that led 

to the emergence of the debate on basic income, in fact, is based on very simple ideas: to avoid any 

waste of resources by ensuring a basic income to all citizens living underneath the poverty line, 

hoping that this measure will also have a positive impact on national growth and development. It 

remains to be seen whether this system can be effective and sustainable.  

According to the latest Economic Survey, although India is not ready to implement a new welfare 

model based on basic income, all the inefficiencies linked to the current system of subsidies’ 

transfers to the poorest households make any discussion on how to improve this model worth.  

One of the key points emerging from the report is that the basic income should be considered a 

benefit for individuals, not for families, in order to guarantee direct transfers to women as well, 

especially in rural areas, where they still play a very marginal role in the family.  

The authors do not hide the criticalities of a welfare model based on basic income: people receiving 

basic income may be discouraged from looking for a job and be more inclined in spending their 

allowances on alcohol and drugs. Further, Indian financial system is not advanced enough to process 

individual incomes transfers, and the government may find it too hard to dismantle the current system 

of subsidies, which however needs to be cancelled to make the resources necessary to fund basic 

income available.  

Emphasizing the fact that, in a country like India, stability at a microeconomic level is more important 

than the one at macroeconomic level if the aim is the one of guaranteeing a stable growth to the 

country, the report ends by recommending that basic income should be implemented through stages, 

focusing on three sets of priorities: providing basic income as an alternative to subsidies; prioritizing 

income allocations for women as microcredit programs do; and introducing the concept of “universal” 

basic income not as an absolute one, rather referring only to that portion of the population that lives 

below the poverty line. 

Even if the urgency to deepen the debate on the pros and cons of basic income is understandable, 

scepticism remains high about whether an "automatic" income, despite having a positive impact on 

                                                           
1  The basic income scheme which India is currently testing is very similar to the one Finland has been experimenting 

during the last few months. In particular, it is expected that the recipient of the income does not stop receiving it even 
when he or she finds a job, regardless of the fact that he or she will get a lower, same or even higher wage when 
compared to the basic income received from the state. Pilot researches conducted in Finland, Canada and the United 
States have shown that if the basic income is cancelled when the person receiving it finds a job, more instability for 
families may arise, and the propensity of people to look for a job can decrease. On the contrary, the ability to earn two 
incomes induces those who perceive them not to abandon the working population and can even favour, according to 

more recent studies, a rise in their productivity rate.  
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the internal consumption rate, can, on a long-term perspective, impair the consolidation of a more 

sustainable society by creating fewer incentives for people to look for a stable job.   

While this debate will continue and, possibly, some pilot projects will be launched to test the feasibility 

of a basic income-based financial scheme, it is important to emphasise the impact that the extra 

funds allocated to support the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee scheme 

(MGNREGS) may have on the Indian society.  

Launched for the first time in 2006, the MGNREGS is the largest rights-based employment program 

both nationally and at the international level. This system offers 100 days of guaranteed employment 

to an adult member of a rural household as a means of ensuring livelihood security. To join the 

program, the candidate needs to volunteer to do unskilled manual work. Employment is to be 

provided within 5 km of an applicant's residence, and minimum wages are to be paid. If work is not 

provided within 15 days of applying, applicants are entitled to an unemployment allowance.  

The objectives that this ambitious program is trying to achieve are many. First, increasing the 

awareness of workers' rights in a market in which they tend to be exploited. Second, ensuring a 

regular revenue to the most disadvantaged families. Third, offering more opportunities to women: a 

third of the job opportunities is granted to women, who are offered the same income of man workers 

and who can access childcare facilities when needed.  

In a few years, this system has been able to spread the familiarity with the idea that women can work 

in a country in which they are usually marginalised; it has raised awareness about workers’ rights; it 

has reduced the migration rates towards urban centres and increased educational success in 

families participating in the program. Finally, in all cases in which wages have been paid through 

bank transfers, the level of corruption has fallen from 50 to 30 percent, confirming the idea that direct 

transfers can increase transparency.  

The fact that the new Budget Law has significantly increased the resources allocated to this program 

confirms not only the government commitment to improve the quality of life for the most 

disadvantaged portions of Indian population, but also that welfare schemes creating job 

opportunities, when properly applied, can create lasting and widespread benefits as much, if not 

more, than a welfare model based on basic income could do. 
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North Korea, five years of power of Kim Jong Un and the 

assassination of his brother Kim Jong Nam 

 

The past year has seen three major events in DPRK: for the first time in history the country carried 

out two nuclear tests in a few months, there was the test of nearly twenty ballistic missiles, and 

finally, in December 2016 the leader Kim Jong celebrated his first five years in power (although this 

anniversary was not marked by huge gatherings or large parades). The election of Donald Trump, 

who initially presented a very "strong" electoral program about the Asia Pacific (essentially, the 

dismantling of the US presence in Japan and South Korea) had been followed by a series of 

contradictory expressions about Kim Jong Un (from "he is crazy" to "I could eat an hamburger with 

him1”). As for Kim Jong-un, his position on Trump was initially quite cold, but not critical. Was it a 

sign of detente, or at least the end of an aggressive rhetoric between the two countries (Kim Jong 

Un sometimes said to transform the US and Seoul into a sea of flames2)? It seems that the first 

two events of 2017 did not confirm this theory, but instead have underlined the determination of 

Kim Jong Un and his previous tough line. 

 

Five year as a leader: Kim Jong Un and the continuation of the regime 

Before analysing the events of 2017, which has already proved as a significant year for North 

Korea, we need to briefly reflect on the first five years of power of the "new" North Korean leader. 

When in 2011 Kim Jong Un's father, Kim Jong Il, suddenly died - even if he was ill for a long time, 

and the rumor about his weak health were confirmed by its thinness – few could imagine that the 

"new" leader was able of inheriting the only "communist monarchy" of the planet. Initially many 

analysts said that Kim Jong-un had all the means to be a possible innovator, or at least change 

something in the country. Since his young age he was passionate for sports, he completed his 

education in Switzerland and he looked quite inexperienced in politics; many saw these features as 

some factors for a possible (and desirable) change in North Korea. So, what are the main results 

after five years in power? Actually, there are few news, even if there have been developments in 

some fields. Before analysing the single areas (internal affairs, economy, security, diplomacy) it 

should be remembered an element about the cursus honorum in North Korea. While Kim Jong Il 

had over 15 years to cooperate with his father, Kim Il Sung (the founder of North Korea), to learn 

and to become familiar with the complex politico-military bureaucracy, Kim Jong-un had an 

unusually short "apprenticeship". He was promoted four-star general only shortly before his father's 

death, and when he reached this important position he was virtually unknown to the majority of his 

people. In 2011 many thought that such a young and inexperienced leader could prove disastrous 

for North Korea while other were waiting for some kind of “modernization” of the country. But 

History has shown that these optimistic predictions were incorrect. 

 On the internal level, there has been very little progress, although it can be noted a 

discontinuity during these five years of power. In the first two years (2011-2013) there was a 

strong influence of other relatives on the young leader: the most famous example was the role 

of his uncle Jang Song Taek, a true “master” behind and aside the young Kim. For the first two 

years (2011-2013) the relationship between them was strong, but then the 12th December 2013 

                                                 
1 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-37932923 
2 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/mar/07/north-korea-threatens-to-reduce-us-and-south-korea-to-flames-and-

ash 
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a news stunned the country: Jang Song Taek had been brutally executed following some 

accusations3. It was the end of an era: Kim Jong Un began to run "alone"  North Korean politics 

and the internal elites, showing to the world that he no longer needed any "master" or "tutor". 

From 2013 Kim Jong-un has been the only man in power in DPRK, while during his rule some 

purges hit different factions of the armed forces or the party. According to the Daily Mail, the 

young Kim <<even exceeds the bloodshed of his father's early rule4>>, by eliminating about 340 

people in five years. There are no news in the field of human rights, still very limited in the 

country. 

 On the economic level, the management of Kim Jong-un has been characterized by a 

"moderate" opening to private business, even if this is a very limited concept in North Korea. 

Actually, DPRK is still very far from major structural reforms such as those of the Doi Moi in 

Vietnam or the impressive achievements of China in the 90s: in a limited way, Kim has opened 

some small spaces for the private business and local trade. A light economic dynamism appears 

to have spread in the country, although DPRK is still a tightly controlled planned economy. This 

field saw therefore a limited improvement. 

 On the security and military level, Kim Jong Un's regime is characterized by the strengthening 

of DPRK's nuclear capabilities and its missile arsenal; it should be noted that if in the history of 

North Korea there were five nuclear experiments, three were carried out under the rule of Kim 

Jong-un. The last two date back just to 2016. Even if North Korean tests were not so powerful 

(the devices were less powerful than the bombs dropped on Hiroshima or Nagasaki), they have 

underlined that North Korea could handle a limited nuclear arsenal, and that Kim Jong Un does 

not intend to proceed with the denuclearization of the country. During the last year the launches 

of ballistic missiles have increased too: in 2016 there were over twenty launches, and each has 

been sharply criticized by neighboring countries and by the international community5. The risk, 

unanimously highlighted by the analysts, is related with the pace of the missile and nuclear 

programme which does not show sign of stopping, but instead seems to achieve good results6. 

The possible development of SLBMs7 on a special submarine (the latter seems to already be 

operational) has particularly alarmed the neighbour countries8. During the years of rule of Kim 

Jong Un the military dimension played an important role, therefore it has triggered further 

rounds of international sanctions and protests. 

 In the international arena North Korea during the past five years has progressively shown 

some signs of isolation from the other countries; its nuclear experiments have attracted 

considerable criticism, including many critics from the “friendly” neighbor and protector, the 

People's Republic of China. The Beijing - Pyongyang relationship, beyond the rhetoric, is 

strained and not so simple. China itself voted in favor of UN resolutions against North Korea, 

but avoided the complete stop of political relations or trade with Pyongyang. It should be also 

noted that there has never been any bilateral meeting between the presidents of China and 

North Korea, a sign of how relations between the two countries are quite cold.  

 

 

                                                 
3 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/12/12/kim-jong-un-just-had-his-own-uncle-killed-

why/?utm_term=.f8baa48cb12a 
4 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4073252/Kim-Jong-executed-340-people-five-years-seizing-power-half-

senior-officials-government-report-claims.html 
5 http://uk.businessinsider.com/timeline-of-north-korea-tests-2016-10?r=US&IR=T/#april-15-pyongyang-test-launches-

the-musudan-ballistic-missile-for-the-first-time-4 
6  https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/23/world/asia/north-korea-missile-test.html?_r=0 
7 “Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile”  
8 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-northkorea-missiles-idUSKCN10Y2B0 
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In the history of China-DPRK relations there have not been many meetings between the leaders 

of the two countries, but it is quite surprising to see that there has not been at least one public 

meeting with the Chinese counterparts in these five years. Eventually, the mysterious death on 

Malaysian soil of Kim Jong Nam, the brother Kim Jong Un, has also cooled the relations with 

Malaysia, while DPRK has already accused Malaysia of "manipulating" and "politicizing" the 

death of King Jong Nam. 

 

The first months of 2017: from the new ballistic missile to the murder of Kim Jong Nam 

The current year has started in a difficult way for North Korea. After a some quiet weeks, two 

events have abruptly ended the initial (apparent?) tranquillity of DPRK. These two events 

happened in the last days have brought North Korea, once again, at the centre of the international 

scene. The first episode was the launch of a new ballistic missile, known as Pukguksong-2, the 

12th February 2017. This test, the first carried out during the Trump presidency, could apparently 

look as a routine test; but it should be considered that Pyongyang decided to launch this missile 

while in the US Donald Trump and Shinzo Abe had a bilateral meeting9. This perfect coincidence of 

timing - a clear political message to both, even insolent according to some – shows that North 

Korea would like to keep a "hard" line even after the arrival of the new president in the White 

House. On a more technical level, it should be noted that the Pukguksong-2 missile, even if 

travelled for a “short” range (nearly 500 km), it is rather interesting for its technology: from the 

photos revealed by North Korean media, it seems that the launch has been made from a mobile 

(wheeled) platform, and that the missile was powered by solid fuel. According to experts, this 

launching system should provide more flexibility, shorten the preparation time in case of a launch 

with short notice, and being less dangerous for the launching system itself. These details are less 

interesting than the debate on the possible miniaturization of nuclear warheads, but are 

nonetheless important elements for understanding the steady progress of North Korean missile 

arsenal and technology. While the international community was still trying to assess the 

consequences of this launch and its new technology (it seems that the launch has been attended 

by Kim Jong Un himself), a second and more serious case has stunned the public, attracting a new 

round of criticism over North Korea. The 14th February 2017, at 9 am in the airport of Kuala 

Lumpur, in Malaysia, Kim Jong Nam, the eldest brother of Kim Jong Un and a critical voice about 

the regime, has been assassinated. In the fuzzy video images of the airport cameras, and 

according to the investigation of the Malaysian police, it seems that Kim Jong Nam was 

approached by two women, and one of them have passed on his head or his front a cloth, and then 

run away. Kim Jong Nam immediately went to the airport infirmary (as shown by the cameras), but 

then, despite the arrival of an ambulance and its transport to an hospital, he died. After this event, 

the Malaysian police have arrested some suspects: one of them seems to be a Vietnamese 

woman, but some sources are saying that she is Korean. The case of Kim Jong Nam is still very 

obscure, although its assassination recalls some murders that the KGB performed during the Cold 

War (for example, a famous case involved the Bulgarian dissident Georgi Markov). Malaysian 

authorities are proceeding with their investigations and the autopsy, trying to figure out the reasons 

of Kim Jong Nam's sudden death; the government of Kuala Lumpur has recalled the ambassador 

in Pyongyang, and have vigorously protested with DPRK against this murder.  

From the other side, the North Korean ambassador to Malaysia has rejected all the accusations 

and has criticized the current results of the investigations arguing that the death involves a North 

Korean citizen simply called "Kim Chol". It is too early to evaluate the profiles of the perpetrators, 

or the weapon (poison?) used in the assault, but some considerations can be made. Japanese and 

                                                 
9 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-northkorea-missiles-idUSKBN15Q0TE?il=0 
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South Korean media have offered a wide coverage of the story, while analysts are trying to 

understand more about this strange murder.  

Above all, it is clear that North Korea has demonstrated a strong determination in carrying out such 

an assassination. The importance of the target, the choice of an open place, the early time, an 

action carried out in a foreign country, the speed, precision and lethality of the execution are 

elements that suggest a well-structured plan, with precise information on the target and his habits, 

and, eventually, the will to withstand the heavy political implications of this action. Such an 

operation, as widely known, can take place only after a precise order coming from a very high 

decision level; beyond the judicial dynamics and the criminal investigation, it is clear that the death 

of Kim Jong Nam (if it will be confirmed that he is the assassinated person) is an act with strong 

political implication for DPRK, both internally and externally.  

 

The world's attention on North Korean affairs is very high after the strange murder of Kuala 

Lumpur. This attack, so "open" and directed against a member of the family (Kim Jong-un and Kim 

Jong Nam are brothers) marks a further step forward in North Korean politics, and it seems to 

confirms the strength of Kim Jong Un and his determination, even against his own family. Kim Jong 

Nam was not a "direct threat" to Kim Jong Un's power, because he was "exiled" to Macau since 

many years. But in North Korea his critical positions against Kim Jong Un and the country were not 

welcomed. With the discovery of new details it will be clearer the plot behind this event and its 

medium – term implications: if the involvement of North Korean intelligence is confirmed in this 

story, this murder will probably be one of the most daring and provocative attack carried out by 

North Korea in its history.  
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Democracy in Latin America 

 
«In 2016, populist and nationalist political forces made astonishing gains in democratic states, while 

authoritarian powers engaged in brazen acts of aggression, and grave atrocities went unanswered 

in war zones across two continents. All of these developments point to a growing danger that the 

international order of the past quarter-century—rooted in the principles of democracy, human rights, 

and the rule of law—will give way to a world in which individual leaders and nations pursue their own 

narrow interests without meaningful constraints, and without regard for the shared benefits of global 

peace, freedom, and prosperity»1. In this way the report recently published by the Ngo Freedom 

House that has monitored for more than thirty years the quality of the democratic institutions all over 

the world starts. There are essentially two criteria upon which the publication of this organization is 

rooted: the evaluation in respect of political rights and the civil liberties is based on a series of 25 

indicators. It has emerged clearly this year that the populism and the nationalism, in other words, 

have the power to undermine democratic institutions.  

A consideration that for the Latin American region where populism and nationalism have, for many 

years, been increasing in popularity is in itself interesting. 

 

Democracy in Latin America: an examination of a medium period on the press freedom 

The evaluations which have soared in recent years by Freedom House exposed the difficulties that 

across the Latin American countries, both in terms of civil liberty and in terms of political rights.  

In particular, the liberty of the press aroused concerned within the Ngo. As the Ecuadorian daily 

newspaper "El Comercio” wrote, five years ago: "for at least five years Latin America has been 

experiencing a 'continuous decline' in press freedom, due to significant difficulties derived from the 

organized crime and from the pressures by certain Governments on the critical issue of means of 

communication."2 In a specific way, Freedom House pointed the finger at Cuba, Venezuela, Mexico 

and Honduras considered 'not free' in terms of liberty of the press (the final two because of the great 

proliferation of criminal violence); particular attention was devoted to the Chilean case, characterized 

by the existence of two huge media groups, remembering the difficulties of the journalists in covering 

the protests on the themes of the education and the environment; there were, finally, the cases of 

Argentina and Bolivia where government hostility didn't facilitate the complete expression of the 

liberty of the press3. 

This data was always fortified by the results published last year by Freedom House.  

The representation that emerges is the same: the greatest part of Latin American Countries reach 

the status of 'partially free.' The two problematic issues that endanger the liberty of press, according 

to what the report underlines, are the criminal threats and the political pressures toward the world of 

the media. This latter problem has conditioned heavily Mexico, where the journalistic activity "has 

remained under the extreme pressure due to the violent attacks […] of criminal gang" with an 

                                                      
1  A. Puddington – T. Roylance, «Populists and Autocrats: The Dual Threat to Global Democracy», in Freedom in the 

World 2017, Washington, gennaio 2017, p. 1 [available on line at 

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FIW_2017_Report_Final.pdf, last access 07/02/2017]. 
2  «Freedom House: América Latina suma 5 años de declive de libertad de prensa», in El Comercio, 3/05/2012, 

[available on line at http://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/politica/freedom-house-america-latina-suma.html, last 
access 07/02/2017]. 

3  K. Deuthsch Karlekar – J. Dunham, «Overview Essay», in Freedom of Press 2012, maggio 2012, [available on line 
at  https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press-2012/overview-essay, last access 07/02/2017]. 

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FIW_2017_Report_Final.pdf
http://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/politica/freedom-house-america-latina-suma.html
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press-2012/overview-essay
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elevated rate of impunity; not dissimilar it is the situation of good part of Central America and Brazil, 

where "the [journalistic] job in the rural parts of the Country is particularly vulnerable."4  

In other Latin American Countries they are the pressures that come from the national Governments 

to reduce the spaces of liberty for media: the examples that the report brought concerned the 

strengthening of the law on the means of communication in Ecuador (happened in the 2013), the 

treatment reserved to the journalists during anti-government demonstrations in Nicaragua and the 

abolition in Argentina of the Ley de Medios and the consequent birth of the national agency of 

Telecommunications5. And it is so that only Chile, Coast Rica and Uruguay ‘saved’ while all the other 

countries are 'partially free' with the exclusion of Cuba, Ecuador, Honduras, Mexico and Venezuela 

whose status is 'not  free.' 

There is no doubt, however, that these scenarios represented regard the liberty of press that is only 

one of the civil liberties taken in analysis (in concomitance with the political rights) to analyse the 

state of health of the respect of the liberties and, therefore, the democracy. 

 

The democracy in Latin America 

The report published at the end of January by Freedom House reveals that Latin America is facing 

a series of endemic critical problem. The hemispheric data (what they also include the whole North 

America) show as almost the 70% of the population of the Americas lives entirely in a free Country, 

while 27% are in a ‘partially free’ Country and the remaining 4% in ‘not free’. While in the North 

America one can totally find only free States, passing the Rio Grande all thinks are more confused 

and diversified. With the exception of Belize, Coast Rica, El Salvador Salvador and Panama 

(Countries considered ‘free’), Central America is entirety 'partially free.' The Caribbean are more, 

instead, diversified: Jamaica is considered totally free, Dominican Republic and Haiti they reach the 

status of partially free, Cuba is one of two States Latin American to be considered not free. 

As many composite it is the picture of America of the South where Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador and 

Paraguay are confirmed 'partially free', Venezuela becomes, for the first time, not free and the 

remaining countries have performance in terms of civil liberty and political rights to be considered 

totally free6. A not dissimilar representation from that of the last years but with some important 

changes.  

The first one concerns Nicaragua that has reached the lower point of the last twenty years. «Having 

stacked the judiciary in his favor and whittled away the independent media, Ortega was able to nearly 

eliminate the opposition in presidential and legislative elections. With Venezuela, Nicaragua is one 

of the few countries in the Americas on an extended downward trajectory»7. 

And it goes on: «The Ortega administration engages in systematic efforts to obstruct and discredit 

critics, and the environment for the media has been in steady decline in recent years. Corruption has 

been a major issue, with Ortega’s sons and daughters appointed to prominent positions such as 

ambassador and presidential adviser, and his wife elected as vice president. Significant concerns 

have also been raised over the lack of transparency and consultation in the project to dig the 

interoceanic canal across Nicaragua, which was approved quickly and with little public debate. 

Protests against the plans continued in 2016. Foreign researchers and journalists investigating the 

project have been detained and removed from the country»8.  

                                                      
4  J. Dunham, Press Freedom in 2015: The Battle for Dominant Message, maggio 2016, [available on line at  

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2016, last access 07/02/2017]. 
5  Ibidem. 
6  For the complete data, see A. Puddington – T. Roylance, «Populists and Autocrats: The Dual Threat to Global 

Democracy», in Freedom in the World 2017, cit., p. 12. 
7  Ibidem, p. 15. 
8 Freedom House, «Executive Summary» in Nicaragua. Profile 2017, [available on line at  

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/nicaragua, last access 8/02/2017]. 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2016
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/nicaragua
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What is happening in Nicaragua, therefore it allows to presage a worsening of the conditions of the 

liberty and the quality of the representative democracy, through a limitation of the activities of the 

oppositions and a management that, considering what the analysts of Freedom House has written, 

seems to be paternalistic. 

The second case is that of Brazil, where the leaving from the government of Dilma Rousseff has not 

resolved the deep political crisis that is crossing the ruling class. The cases of corruption increased, 

the report of Freedom House sustains, the public frustration toward the politics that seems "more 

interested to its own destinies that to the severe economic recession and the growth of the 

unemployment."9 All of this does not arrive, however, to undermine the status of ‘free’: Brazil, in fact, 

loses 2/100 in the score that determines the level of liberty of the Country passing from 81/100 of 

2016 to 79/100 of the 201710. 

In contrast, in the Colombian case important changes are recorded. Freedom House evaluations, in 

fact, reveal optimism thanks to the process of pacification with the guerrilla groups Farc (Fuerzas 

Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) and Erp (Ejercito Revolucionario of the Pueblo).  

It is above all the data of the civil liberties that changed a little. Nevertheless, the common hope that 

the violence of guerrilla can be to the end credits, in other words, the analysts of Freedom House 

bring to confide to create best conditions to flourish the representative democracy. 

There is, finally, the case of Venezuela that has aroused a great clamor. Lowering the score of the 

political rights, the Freedom House analysts have appraised 2017 Venezuela as ' not free', 

declassing from the evaluation of 'partially free' that Venezuela had gotten in the preceding years. In 

particular way, after the victory of the oppositions to the parliamentary elections of December of 

2015, there is an attempt, perpetrated by the government, for "to quickly decrease the effects of the 

electoral results"; moreover the executive summary elaborated by Freedom House continues “the 

PSUV government resorted to imprisoning more opposition politicians, detaining journalists, and 

intimidating state employees”11. And then, that Country that in the last years “served as a model for 

populist regimes in the region”, today “epitomizes the suffering that can ensue when citizens are 

unable to hold their leaders to account”12. Once more, in short, the elaborate stigmatize the populism 

as thorn in the flesh for a virtuous development of representative democracy. A populism, that 

beginning from the Latin American experience, seems today, according to the words of Andrés 

Oppenheimer, reply the same dynamics (above all respect to the relationship between Government 

and the media) also in the United States13.  

The reactions of the Latin American political world to the publication of the report of Freedom House 

have looked for, only partly, to give an answer to the problematic issues put in prominence by the 

Us Ngo. In particular, a few days before the publication of the job, Honduras has signed an 

agreement with Freedom House to strengthen the mechanism of protection of the defenders of 

human rights, of journalists, of experts of communication and the operators in field of justice that 

work with the national government14.  

                                                      
9  For the complete data, see A. Puddington – T. Roylance, «Populists and Autocrats: The Dual Threat to Global 

Democracy», in Freedom in the World 2017, cit., p. 15. 
10  Freedom House, Brazil. Profile 2017, [available on line at  https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-

world/2017/brazil, last access 8/02/2017]. 
11  Freedom House, Venezuela. Profile 2017, [available on line at  https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-

world/2017/venezuela, last access 8/02/2017]. 
12  A. Puddington – T. Roylance, «Populists and Autocrats: The Dual Threat to Global Democracy», in Freedom in the 

World 2017, cit., p. 14. 
13  A. Oppenheimer, «Trump’s attacks on the media will erode indipendent thinking», in Miami Herald, 2/02/2017, 

[available on line at  http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/andres-
oppenheimer/article130415844.html, last access 9/02/2017]. 

14  See: «Honduras y Freedom House firman acuerdo», in La Tribuna, 26/01/2017 [available on line at  
http://www.latribuna.hn/2017/01/26/honduras-freedom-house-firman-acuerdo/, last access 9/02/2017]. 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/brazil
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/brazil
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/venezuela
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2017/venezuela
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/andres-oppenheimer/article130415844.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/andres-oppenheimer/article130415844.html
http://www.latribuna.hn/2017/01/26/honduras-freedom-house-firman-acuerdo/
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Regarding the report, the comment of the Uruguayan President, Tabaré Vásquez, is recorded: he 

has recognized that the simple existence of the three powers (executive, judicial, legislative) in 

Venezuela shows the existence of a 'democracy.' Other criticisms, that covertly emerged, pointed 

the finger to the lack of references to the presidency of Michel Temer in Brazil. At the same time, 

from the page web of Telesur, one can read: “While Freedom House claims to be an “independent 

watchdog organization,” it is financed through “grants from USAID (US Agency for International 

Development) and (the) U.S. State Department.”.15 In such a sense, criticisms did not move to the 

report in itself but, rather, to the institutions that finance the Ngo. According to the words of Telesur, 

the problematic points underlined by the report for the case of Venezuela and the fact that Freedom 

House is promoted by Us agencies and organizations must be related with the intention, emerged 

during the scandal WikiLeaks, of "1) Strengthening Democratic Institutions 2) Penetrating Chavez' 

Political Base 3) Dividing Chavismo 4) Protecting Vital U.S. business, and 5) Isolating Chavez 

internationally."16 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
The Freedom House report reveals a global crisis that the democratic institutions are living in Latin 

America, as in other parts of the world today. There is, however, an aspect that is marginal in the 

analyses proposed by the American Ngo and it concerns the same essence of the democracy.  

This point, partly already emerged, takes roots from the characteristic lines attributed to a democratic 

regime. Actually, in fact, the diffusion and the consolidation of the mass democracy in Latin America 

have been accompanied by the first organic attempt to give a resolution to the social problems.  

A social declination of the democratic institutions. 

shaped, in the Latin American region. The basis idea is that democracy would have been that 

institution that would have had to foment the material growth of the population and not simply to 

represent various political segments of the society. Rather, in this way, often the ideological / political 

divisions were perceived as mendacious, useless and self-defeating. A non pluralist idea of the 

democracy, in short, circulates and this, today, results still very rooted in the Latin American public 

opinion. In the past years, the political and the social scientists that work on Latin American issues 

focused on the attempt to define what they called as "authoritarian democracy", or "social 

democracy", or "democracy with a unique party." Beyond the definitions, the perception that 

democracy can act from tool of social inclusion is crucial to understand the Latin American political 

systems. In a more and more segmented and diversified Latin America, crossed by ethnic, social 

and economic conflicts, the popular consent toward the democratic political regimes also passes for 

their social function and their economic output. An aspect, this, that sometimes escapes the 

international rankings. 

 
 
 

                                                      
15  «USAID-Funded Freedom House Report Casts Lefist Latin American Governments as “Not Free”», in TeleSUR, 

8/02/2017, [available on line at  http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/USAID-Funded-Report-Casts-Leftist-
Governments-as-Not-Free-20170208-0010.html, last access 8/02/2017]. 

16  W. Brownfiel, Usaid/Oti programmatic support for Country team 5 point strategy, 9/11/2016, [available on line at  
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/06CARACAS3356_a.html, last access 9/07/2017]. 

http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/USAID-Funded-Report-Casts-Leftist-Governments-as-Not-Free-20170208-0010.html
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/USAID-Funded-Report-Casts-Leftist-Governments-as-Not-Free-20170208-0010.html
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/06CARACAS3356_a.html
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The Brexit process is triggered by a Parliamentary vote 

 
Prime Minister, Theresa May, delivered a speech on Britain's exit from the European Union (Brexit) 

on 17 January 2017, thus making clear her position on the United Kingdom (UK) leaving the 

European single market and opting for a “hard Brexit”.1  

On 24 January 2017, the Supreme Court rejected an appeal by ministers against a November 

2016 High Court judgment blocking their decision to trigger Brexit process in conformity with art.50 

TEU without a Parliamentary vote.2 

Therefore, Prime Minister May brought legislation on European Union (Notification of Withdrawal) 

Bill before the House of Commons, which started a two days debate on 30 January 2017.  

On 1 February 2017, the House of Commons passed the EU Bill passed on second reading by 498 

votes to 114. The EU Bill was, then passed to Committee stage. The EU bill then faced further 

scrutiny and a three readings in both the House of Commons and the House of Lords. It was 

approved by Lords on 13th March 2017 with 247 votes and 118 votes against, thus refusing the 

amendements proposed by Lords, which could slow the approval process. It  became law, on  17th 

March 2017, after having officially received a Royal Assent from the Queen. 

A White Paper on Brexit was presented to Parliament by Brexit Minister, David Davis on 2 

February 2017. The 77-page document restates the 12 principles for Brexit that the Prime Minister 

set out in her Lancaster House speech in January 2017.  

The government will bring forward a separate white paper on the great repeal bill, which was first 

announced by May in her Conservative party conference speech in October 2017 to remove the 

European Communities Act of 1972 from the UK statute book and convert the body of existing EU 

law into domestic law. 

 

High Court and Supreme Court rulings 

In late August 2016, Prime Minister May had announced she had no intention to seek 

parliamentary authorization before proceeding to art.50 TEU notification. This announcement has 

led a few ordinary citizens to appeal to the High Court to affirm that the art.50 TEU notification may 

not be implemented until Parliament has voted it.  

The government plan on Brexit was announced by Prime Minister May, on 2 October 2016, first at 

the BBC and then formally at the Conservative Party conference in Birmingham. May stated the 

art.50 TEU notification would be submitted to the European Council by the end of March 2017, 

presumably at the European Summit in Rome, which will be held on 25 March 2017. 

In addition, May had announced its intention to invoke the Royal prerogative, which allows a 

minister to exercise the powers of the monarch without a parliamentary vote. She had announced 

that the 1972 European Communities Act on accession to the EEC would be repealed by a "Great 

Repeal Bill" at the Queen's Speech in May 2017. The 1972 European Communities Act is the Act 

that ratified the agreement on British accession to the EU. The Great Repeal Bill would enter into 

force, with the application of art.50 TEU. By that date all European laws would have been 

transformed into national law so that the Parliament could confirm or cancel them by ordinary law. 

 

 

                                                 
1  “Theresa May's Brexit speech in full” The Daily Telegraph, 17 January 2017 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/01/17/theresa-mays-brexit-speech-full/  
2  Supreme Court, Judgment given on 24 January 2017, Hilary Term [2017] UKSC 5 

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2016-0196-judgment.pdf  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/01/17/theresa-mays-brexit-speech-full/
https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2016-0196-judgment.pdf
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On 3 November 2016, the British High Court has ruled that, before activating the exit process from 

the EU, the government shall wait for a Parliamentary vote, both the House of Commons and the 

Lords, on the 'repeal of the 1972 European Communities Act. Without this vote, government would 

violate the agreements with which the United Kingdom joined the European Community. As a 

matter of fact, High Court ruled that the 23 June referendum was only consultative, so that it is 

needed that Members of Parliament and Lords vote in the Parliament to proceed on Brexit,in order 

to respect the basic principles of democratic representation. 

Being a parliamentary democracy, government cannot avoid a vote in the Parliament by simply 

appealing to the Royal prerogative. 

By contrast, Prime Minister May has appealed to the Supreme Court, which ruled eight to three in 

favour of Parliamentary vote: Lord Neuberger, Lady Hale, Lord Mance, Lord Kerr, Lord Clarke, 

Lord Wilson, Lord Sumption and Lord Hodge in the majority with Lord Reed, Lord Carnwath and 

Lord Hughes dissenting. 

Supreme Court holds that an Act of Parliament is required to authorise ministers to give Notice of 

the decision of the UK to withdraw from the EU. 3 

At the Parliament, the Liberal Democrats and Scottish National Party were to vote against 

European Union (Notification of Withdrawal) Bill, but Labour's leadership was backing it, meaning 

the government was expected to win. With 99 MPs wanting to speak, the Commons' hours were 

extended to midnight on 31 January 2017 to accommodate more speakers, with a vote to take 

place on 1 February 2017 evening after further debate. The EU Bill passed by large majority by 

498 votes to 114, but the SNP, Plaid Cymru and the Liberal Democrats opposed the bill, while 47 

Labour MPs and Tory ex-chancellor Ken Clarke rebelled. 4 Liberal Democrat MP Alistair 

Carmichael claims Jeremy Corbyn's decision to order his MPs to vote in favour of the Brexit bill 

triggering Article 50 shows he has "finally given up".5 

Prime Minister May has asked Parliament not to "obstruct" the will of British voters by changing the 

EU bill. In a statement at the EU summit in Malta, Prime Minister May told MPs: "Our European 

partners now want to get on with the negotiations. So do I, and so does this House, which last 

week voted by a majority of 384 in support of the government triggering Article 50.”6 

 

Prime Minister May’s Lancaster House speech 

Prime Minister May used her speech on 17 January 2017 to announce her priorities for Brexit 

negotiations, including maintaining the common travel area between the UK and Irish Republic and 

"control" of migration between the UK and the EU. 

Prime Minister promised to push for the "freest possible trade" with European countries and 

warned the EU that to try to "punish" the UK would be "an act of calamitous self-harm". 

Prime Minister said the UK shall become “a truly Global Britain – the best friend and neighbour to 

our European partners, but a country that reaches beyond the borders of Europe too…A great, 

global trading nation that is respected around the world and strong”. She named India, Pakistan, 

Bangladesh, America, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and African countries as traditional 

partners outside Europe. But also “Countries including China, Brazil, and the Gulf States have 

already expressed their interest in striking trade deals with us.  

                                                 
3  Supreme Court, Judgment given on 24 January 2017, Hilary Term [2017] UKSC 5 

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2016-0196-judgment.pdf  
4  “Brexit: MPs overwhelmingly back Article 50 bill” BBC online, 1 February 2017 http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-

38833883  
5  http://www.bbc.com/news/live/uk-politics-38879557  
6   “Theresa May: Don't obstruct voters over Brexit” BBC online 6 February 2017  

 http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-38879249?intlink_from_url=http://www.bbc.com/news/live/uk-politics-
38879557&link_location=live-reporting-story 

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2016-0196-judgment.pdf
http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-38833883
http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-38833883
http://www.bbc.com/news/live/uk-politics-38879557
http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-38879249?intlink_from_url=http://www.bbc.com/news/live/uk-politics-38879557&link_location=live-reporting-story
http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-38879249?intlink_from_url=http://www.bbc.com/news/live/uk-politics-38879557&link_location=live-reporting-story
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We have started discussions on future trade ties with countries like Australia, New Zealand and 

India. And President Elect Trump has said Britain is not “at the back of the queue” for a trade deal 

with the United States, the world’s biggest economy, but front of the line.” She said that “Many in 

Britain have always felt that the United Kingdom’s place in the European Union came at the 

expense of our global ties, and of a bolder embrace of free trade with the wider world” she stated. 

The UK is also planning the next biennial Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting in 2018. 

Prime minister May affirmed the following 12 points for a Brexit plan:  

1. Provide certainty about the process of leaving the EU 

2. Control of our own laws 

3. Strengthen the Union between the four nations of the United Kingdom 

4. Maintain the Common Travel Area with Ireland 

5. Brexit must mean control of the number of people who come to Britain from Europe 

6. Rights for EU nationals in Britain and British nationals in the EU 

7. Protect workers' rights 

8. Free trade with European markets through a free trade agreement 

9. New trade agreements with other countries 

10. The best place for science and innovation 

11. Co-operation in the fight against crime and terrorism 

12. A smooth, orderly Brexit  

Even with the UK outside the EU “It remains overwhelmingly and compellingly in Britain’s national 

interest that the EU should succeed” therefore the UK “will continue to be reliable partners, willing 

allies and close friends. We want to buy your goods and services, sell you ours, trade with you as 

freely as possible, and work with one another to make sure we are all safer, more secure and more 

prosperous through continued friendship.” 

On security and defence she stated that “together we face a serious threat from our enemies, 

Britain’s unique intelligence capabilities will continue to help to keep people in Europe safe from 

terrorism.” She anticipated that “future relationship with the European Union to include practical 

arrangements on matters of law enforcement and the sharing of intelligence material with our EU 

allies.” 

On defence she assured that “at a time when there is growing concern about European security, 

Britain’s servicemen and women, based in European countries including Estonia, Poland and 

Romania, will continue to do their duty” possibly in the NATO framework. She named foreign and 

defence policy cooperation with Europe on sanctions against Russia, Western Balkans stability, 

and to secure Europe’s external border. The United Kingdom “will continue to work closely with our 

European allies in foreign and defence policy even as we leave the EU itself” because “Britain’s 

armed forces are a crucial part of Europe’s collective defence”. 

Prime Minister May confirmed Franco-British defence cooperation, because: “Britain and France 

are Europe’s only two nuclear powers. We are the only two European countries with permanent 

seats on the United Nations Security Council.” 

Prime Minister May confirmed that the UK will leave the single market: "I want to be clear: what I 

am proposing cannot mean membership of the single market”. 

Any agreement with the EU will seek 'the greatest possible access with a fully-reciprocal free trade 

deal'. A phased process of implementation of new arrangements shall bring the UK outside the EU 

from 2019. 

Only a few days before the Supreme Court ruling, prime Minister May confirmed that Parliament 

would vote on the final agreement with the EU. 7 

                                                 
7  May’s speech cit. 
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Prime Minister May confirmed its position for a “Hard Brexit”. “hard Brexit” supporters, such as the 

“Three Brexiters”, (Foreign Minister Boris Johnson, Trade Minister Liam Fox, and Minister for 

Brexit, David Davis) are for: 

 A quick and neat UK exit from all EU policies 

 No EU-UK agreement, with all relations being regulated by WTO rules 

 Conclusion of bilateral trade agreements with third countries around the globe. 

On the contrary, “soft Brexit” supporters, such as the chancellor of the exchequer, Philip 

Hammond, who would get an agreement with the EU for: 

 Remain in the single market or in selected EU policies (research, European passport, custom 

union) 

 Maintain control over the circulation of EU citizens in the UK, and on other British interests in the 

EU, such as those in the February 2016 agreement.  

Supporters of “soft Brexit”, however, clashed with the fact that the Commission and EU Member 

States have repeatedly stated that the free movement of citizens and the single market are 

inseparable. This thwarts British demands of possible remaining in the single market. Even the 

possibility of concluding a favorable deal for the UK, in line with the February 2016 agreement, was 

rejected by the President of the Commission, Juncker. 

Therefore, “hard Brexit” supporters are now in majority and rule over the rest government.  

 

The White Paper 

Brexit Secretary David Davis told the House of Commons that the UK seeks "a new strategic 

partnership" for when it leaves the single market and wants trade to be "as free and frictionless as 

possible" in this new arrangement. He added that the White Paper "reiterates our firm view that we 

want the EU to succeed politically and economically".8 

David Davis has insisted Britain's "best days are still ahead of us" as he set out the Government's 

negotiating strategy for Brexit. Launching White Paper in the House of Commons, the Brexit 

Secretary said the paper outlined Theresa May's vision of "an independent and truly global United 

Kingdom". 

Confirming the UK's strategy would be guided by the 12 principles set out by Mrs May in her 

Lancaster House speech, Mr Davis called on EU leaders to behave like "good neighbours".9 

On Internal security, the White Paper says the government will aim to retain and develop existing 

cooperation in initiatives like Europol, the European arrest warrant, the Schengen information 

system, the new EU passenger name records, and the European criminal records information 

system. 

On defence, the White Paper promises to “remain committed to European security and add value 

to EU foreign and security policy”. 

The White paper also says the United Kingdom aims to “continue to collaborate with EU partners” 

on a key part of its new industrial strategy: science, research and technology.10 This would imply to 

continue to take part to the EU multiannual research framework programme, if the EU Members 

States allow to do so.  

In the House of Commons reactions to the White Paper were negative, Labour said the document 

"says nothing" and had been produced too late for "meaningful" scrutiny.11 

                                                 
8  http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/brexit-white-paper-published-read-theresa-may-eu-government-david-

davis-latest-a7559011.html  
9  Laura Hugues “What does the Brexit White Paper say?” The Telegraph, 2 February 2017 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/02/02/does-brexit-white-paper-say/  
10  Jon Henley, “Brexit white paper: key points explained” The Guardian, 2 February 2017, 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/feb/02/brexit-white-paper-key-points-explained  
11  http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-38836906 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/brexit-white-paper-published-read-theresa-may-eu-government-david-davis-latest-a7559011.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/brexit-white-paper-published-read-theresa-may-eu-government-david-davis-latest-a7559011.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/02/02/does-brexit-white-paper-say/
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/feb/02/brexit-white-paper-key-points-explained
http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-38836906
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Scotland, Northern Ireland and devolved administrations 

The White Paper states that more powers would be given to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 

as decision-making is brought back from the EU to the United Kingdom. 

In Scotland, First Minister, Nicole Sturgeon, is considering a new referendum to stay in the EU or 

at least in the single market, leading to a de facto secession from the UK. 

The Supreme Court ruled last month that there was no legal need for Scottish national Parliament 

to give its consent to the triggering of Article 50. But First Minister Nicola Sturgeon said she would 

let MSPs have a say in what will be a largely symbolic vote. The Scottish Parliament is expected to 

formally oppose the UK government starting the Brexit process when Scottish Members of 

Parliament (MSPs) vote on the issue. 

The Scottish National Party (SNP) tried to block the UK government's Brexit bill on 26 January 

2017, only one of Scotland's 59 MPs - Scottish Secretary David Mundell - supported the bill. SNP's 

amendment to government’s EU Bill criticises the government for failing to consult effectively with 

the devolved administrations on the plans for Brexit. SNP MP Stephen Gethins outlined SNP’s 

amendment, saying that triggering Art 50 TEU would have a major economic impact on Scotland. 

He argued that the only detailed plans for Brexit had been published by the Scottish and Welsh 

governments. And he said Scotland had voted to Remain and was now being taken out of the 

EU.12 First Minister Sturgeon has confirmed at the SNP meeting on 18th March 2017 that she will 

ask for a refrendum, presumably by the Spring 2019. 

It is to remind that Scottish secession would seriously hamper British defence. Nuclear deterrence 

is based in Scotland, Highlander regiment constitute the bulk of British infantry, and becasue of 

Russian intrusion in the air space, air defence cannot work without RAF Eurofighter Typhoon 

based in RAF Leuchars in Fife and Lossiemouth part of Quick Reaction Alert North.  

The UK and Irish economies are “deeply integrated” and the British government will work to 

“develop and strengthen” those ties after Brexit. In Northern Ireland, security issues are related to 

the 1996 agreements. As for the Northern Ireland Border, the White Paper states that the UK will 

seek to maintain the soft border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland by protecting 

the Common Travel Area, which was set up in 1923, long before the EU. The Government wants 

to see as "seamless and frictionless" trade and movement of people between Northern Ireland and 

Ireland as possible.13 

The White Paper states that devolved administrations would take their own decisions, and indeed 

that more decisions will be devolved. This would be particularly true for the Isle of Man, Channel 

Islands and Gibraltar, which have unique relationships with the EU. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
At the Rome Summit on 25 March 2017, on the occasion of 60th anniversary of Rome Treaty, EU 

Member States are expected  to take a solemn decision on Brexit.  

For this reason, Prime Minister May has decided to send an official letter to European President 

Donald Tusk, so as to  notify the European Council according to Art.50 TEU  to start Brexit to be 

ready for the Great Repeal Bill at Queen’s speech in May 2017.  

After the High Court and Supreme Court ruling, The Prime Minister May has accelerated the Brexit 

process, thus reckoning on a quick Parliamentary voting by March 2017. In this case the scheduled 

agenda shall be restarted with the March-May 2017 events.  

                                                 
12  “SNP MPs attempt to block Brexit bill” BBC online, 31 January 2017 http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-scotland-

politics-38812482  
13  Laura Hugues “What does the Brexit White Paper say?” The Telegraph, 2 February 2017 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/02/02/does-brexit-white-paper-say/ 

http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-38812482
http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-38812482
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/02/02/does-brexit-white-paper-say/
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Officially, the white paper says the government aims to deliver “a smooth, mutually beneficial exit” 

but says this will require “a coherent and coordinated approach on both sides”. Therefore, article 

50 TEU will be triggered no later than the end of March, it confirms. The idea to notify the Rome 

Summit on 25th March 2017 has been eventually scrapped, because of the Scottish referendum 

request, which has imposed not to make the relations with the other Member States even more 

complicated  by spoiling the celebrations in Rome. 

Ministers supporting the “Hard Brexit” would insist on a tight schedule for Brexit. The speed is 

considered important because the British Pound depreciation, started in April 2016 when the polls 

started to predicted the Brexit to lead in June referendum. The devaluation strongly affects the 

British GDP and its growth forecasts. Moreover, as long as the UK remains in the EU cannot 

negotiate trade agreements with third states. 

As for the economy, Bank of England has released in February 2017 a positive forecast. It predicts 

British economy will grow by 2% in 2017 as consumers and businesses appear to shrug off Brexit 

negative expectations.14 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
14  Katie Allen “Bank of England sharply raises UK growth forecast” The Guardian, 2 February 2017 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/feb/02/bank-of-england-uk-growth-forecast-economy-brexit  

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/feb/02/bank-of-england-uk-growth-forecast-economy-brexit
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►In retrospect, it's hard to think of a US president closer to Europe and, with regard to the most 

critical foreign policy issues, closer to the Federal Republic of Germany than President Obama. At 

least according to expectations, the new president of the United States is going to pay a much 

lesser attention to the needs of the Allies. Despite campaign promises, the Obama administration 

was initially devoid of interest in the events that characterized the political life pf the other side of 

the Atlantic. By itself, this was not judged as something necessarily negative, especially since the 

Obama administration foreign policy has proved suitably harmonious with that of many European 

governments, and, most notably, with that of the German government. The importance given by 

the Obama administration to diplomacy, and its unresponsiveness to an easy recourse to military 

force, were shared and supported by the entire German political spectrum. 

 

America and Europe, after Brexit and Trump 

 

From his earliest days, the Obama administration has adopted an approach towards the Russian 

Federation quite welcomed by the German government. Examples are plenty, as in the case of the 

implicit waiver of any effective effort to quickly expand NATO to the East, and the sudden 

cancellation of the third phase of a European Phased Adaptive Approach, which provided 

placement in Eastern Europe of new anti installations ballistic missile. Then, when the US relations 

with the Russian Federation have become difficult, despite the resentment due to the discovery of 

espionage carried out by the National Security Agency at the expense of the German political 

leadership, the international approach of the Obama administration was still perceived as 

compatible with the interests defended by Chancellor Merkel. In defining the structure of the United 

States at the outbreak of the Ukrainian crisis, President Obama has recognized the need to 

preserve European unity and he understood the difficulties that Chancellor Merkel would have to 

face in order to support the latter against a greater US role. As a consequence, resisting the strong 

internal pressures in favor of the exercise by the United States of a much stronger role, President 

Obama has left the European countries to face the Russian Federation. In addition, the Obama 

administration has decided not to provide Ukraine the important military equipment that the 

Congress was willing to insure, most likely due to the desire of avoiding new crisis with the Allies. 

The convergence that has characterized relations between the United States and the Federal 

Republic of Germany in recent years is no less evident in the case of Iran. The Obama 

administration has decided to pursue the nuclear agreement rather than to punish this country, 

threatening a military intervention aimed at regime change, as desired by many of his critics both 

inside and outside of United States. Similarly, the balanced Obama administration policy toward 

Israel has been well received by a German public that sees in Israel a key partner, but at the same 

time is deeply sympathetic with the Palestinians. In addition, the restraint shown in the case of 

Syria, although heavily criticized by some members of the German politician, has allowed the 

Merkel government to avoid dealing with thorny issues such as the type and extent of a possible 

German participation in international intervention. 

The relatively minor role chosen by the Federal Republic of Germany during the Allied military 

operations in Libya in 2011, married well with the desire of President Obama to implement for the 

United States a “leading from behind” stance. The overall approach chosen for the United States in 

that crisis by the Obama administration could have allowed for a deeper European involvement in 

operations and, consequently, could have promoted greater European responsibility on issues of 

security and stability in North Africa.  
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The convergence of interests between the Obama administration and Chancellor Merkel is also 

evident in the efforts for the implementation of the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, in the 

opening of diplomatic relations with Cuba, and in a policy of not interference with the many internal 

problems lately experienced by the European Union. From this point of view, the only two major 

exceptions were the support shown to Chancellor Merkel during of the Syrian refugee crisis and 

the firmly pro-European stand taken on the eve of the British referendum on the European Union. 

Although questions about the future policies of the Trump administration are both complex and 

many, it is difficult to imagine that President Trump will shove the United States in a more 

compatible way to the interests of the Federal Republic of Germany than President Obama. 

President Trump has repeatedly professed his faith in economic protectionism and into an 

increased militarization of foreign policy. President Trump has always been relentless on the need 

to revise the European contributions to the common defense. In his view, the Europeans are not 

paying what is needed to the extent that NATO could eventually fade in oblivion. In addition, 

President Trump seems very skeptical of the same international organizations that have always 

been very important for the Federal Republic of Germany, such as the United Nations, the World 

Trade Organization and, perhaps, the European Union itself. 

If the respect so far expressed by President Trump for Russian President Putin can still buy him 

some consensus in the Federal Republic of Germany, at the same time it can be especially 

harmful to the political investment made by Chancellor Merkel to draw a tough European policy 

about the Ukrainian state of affairs. In that case, the Trump administration's impact on the 

European Union could force the Federal Republic of Germany to assume more international 

responsibilities, with all financial and diplomatic obligations that such a development will lead to. 

The last eight years will be remembered as the moment when the world leadership of the United 

States began to change. The Allies found themselves, sometimes in spite of themselves, much 

richer of freedom of action. On the other hand, they found they could no longer delegate 

responsibilities to the United States, both at the military and the political level. 

 

A new dimension for the European Union 

The arrival of the Trump administration seems authenticating, and consolidating, this new phase in 

the Transatlantic Relations. For the Federal Republic of Germany, the Trump administration means 

facing two big issues in the foreseeable future. One is that if President Trump is serious about the 

need of going beyond a world trade system, the Federal Republic of Germany will have no better 

choice to build an international coalition to defend Globalization, and to protect the European 

Union. The other is that if the United States is backing off from its role of guarantor of the world, 

and the new US administration does not seem anymore eager to interfere in the international arena 

enforcing the old Pax Americana in a process that started soon after the end of the Bush the Elder 

administration, twenty five years ago, given the nowadays international system, only three power 

can eventually took over the US role: the Russian Federation, The People Republic of China, and 

the European Union. So, this means that the strongest European countries, like the French 

Republic and the Federal Republic of Germany, have to step up and step in. The problem is that is 

difficult to assess the feasibility of such a development, given the domestic political dynamics 

underway in these two countries.  

In any case, for the European Union the Trump administration is an opportunity. A new US 

isolationism could facilitate a new role for the European Union. Such an opportunity is the product 

of two quite unexpected events. The outcome of last year British referendum on the European 

Union and the inauguration of the Trump administration, taken altogether, have opened a new era. 

In the coming years, the transatlantic community could end up adopting a new trade policy and a 

new security and defense policy.  
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Everything seems to indicate that the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), will 

remain at least frozen until at least until after the French elections planned for the coming months 

in the French Republic, the Federal Republic of Germany and in The Netherlands, especially as 

the new US president seems willing to establish the trade relations of his country with the 

European Union on the basis of specific agreements and not on the delivering of a great global 

agreement. Of course, if the European Union, under German leadership, will maintain its firm 

stance against the Russian Federation on the Ukrainian issue, any serious improvement in the 

relationship between the United States and the Russian Federation, could give to the German 

leadership more a problem than a benefit. For what concerns the greater European involvement in 

security and defense issues advocated by the new administration, on closer inspection, there is 

little of new. The spending issue has been one of the recurring themes of all NATO summits in 

recent years. Perhaps, the new circumstances may favor the effective implementation by the 

European Union of its new security and defense strategy. 

 

Beyond Brexit 

Meanwhile, Brexit represents a significant change in the balance of power on the European 

continent. The United Kingdom Supreme Court's judgment of the end of January, in confirming the 

sentence handed down by the High Court last year, has forced a parliamentary passage that 

prevents the possibility of a second referendum before the invocation of the Treaty of Lisbon Article 

50 that establishes the mechanism for voluntary and unilaterally withdrawal from the European 

Union. The problem is that the withdrawal process has never been tested, and it could require 

much more than the two years usually indicated. However, at this point, Hard Brexit seems almost 

inevitable. In that case, the commercial relations of the United Kingdom with the European Union 

would comply with World Trade Organization rules, ceasing any obligation regarding the free 

movement provisions granted by the European citizenship. In all probability, the twenty-seven 

member countries will conduct their part of negotiations with an eye to the objective of holding 

together the European Union, provided that the European cohesion has not been already fatally 

undermined by other continental events, such as the forthcoming French elections and the results 

of the evolution of Italian politics. 

To the extent that the European Union will be able to prevent an always possible chain reaction 

triggered by the United Kingdom, Brexit risks transforming transatlantic relations in the next 

decade. If the European project will be able to move forward and the Member States will be able to 

re-launch the process of creating an ever closer union, the Trump administration will necessarily 

review the way in which the United States interact with the European Union. The Trump 

administration will certainly be keen to maintain close relations with the United Kingdom. While the 

United Kingdom will remain a major financial and economic partner for the United States, Ireland is 

well placed to replace the United Kingdom as a potential gateway for US businesses seeking to 

penetrate the European market. However, the Trump administration will have no better choice than 

to strengthen ties with other allies at the European Union, in particular with that French that has 

always been a strong pillar of the European project. 

In the new transatlantic environment, Brexit seems potentially able to create a breach in the 

European security and defense system. Although the Lisbon Treaty enhances the European 

Union's ability to act in the international arena, it also defines the foreign policy and defense issues 

such as inter-governmental policies. This means that Member States retain their power of veto, as 

well as their ability to conduct their own national security and defense policies, while the 

coordinating of their respective response to international crises is planned through the activation of 

organs such as the European Council.  
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This is the way in which the European Union has responded to the international crises of the last 

years and to all the other contingencies in which situations in which a common response, 

eventually involving also the United States was necessary. 

The British authorities have always emphasized the point that Brexit will not change, in any way, 

UK military obligations undertaken within NATO. Since the vote, the United Kingdom has, in fact, 

strengthened its military presence in Estonia to defend the eastern front of the Atlantic Alliance; 

has renewed its submarine nuclear capabilities; and launched a closer collaboration with major 

Allies in the fight against the self-proclaimed Islamic State. Nevertheless, Brexit means for the 

European Union the loss of a member with strong historical ties with the countries of the 

Commonwealth and with a permanent seat on the United Nation Security Council. In other words, 

means losing a country that has played a major role in shaping the response of the European 

Union in a time of crises. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The United Kingdom will continue to be viewed as a major ally, and will be essential for the 

European Union and for the United States to maintain a close cooperation with this country in order 

to preserve the coherence and effectiveness of NATO. However, the fact that the United Kingdom 

will no longer have a seat in that European Council which periodically defines the political 

directions and priorities of the European Union, would force the United States to strengthen 

cooperation with other European Union members. This entire state of affairs seems to make of the 

French Republic the country to which the Trump administration will look with greater interest at 

reorganizing the relations between the two sides of the Atlantic. Although all NATO members 

provide a valuable contribution to the Atlantic Alliance, the French Republic and the United 

Kingdom are the major European military powers since the end of World War II. The French 

Republic has played an important role both in fighting and containing terrorism and civil unrest in 

its entire former colonial sphere. More recently, the French air force has provided the second 

largest contribution to the international coalition engaged in operations in Syria and Iraq. 

In addition, the French Republic is also a nuclear power with a permanent seat in the Security 

Council of the United Nations, something that makes of this country a member of a very exclusive 

club. In the eyes of the United States, another strategic advantage enjoyed by the French Republic 

over the other European Union members is that in this country a military intervention does not 

need to rely on parliamentary approval, allowing for very short times of engagement in operations. 

A possible victory of Ms. Le Pen, at the now upcoming French elections, while it would slow down 

the European processes, would significantly increase that political and strategic convergence 

between the United States and the French Republic that already seems in the nature of things. 
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The Syrian dynamics on Lebanon: politics, security and social 

costs 

 

Syrian and Lebanese relationships are notoriously controversial and based on competitive 

and collaborative interactions. 

One event has marked the recent past of the country within a complex sum of dynamics; it 

is the role of the civil society in the Syrian withdrawal process from Lebanon. 

The 2005 Lebanese uprising, also known as “cedars revolution”, was characterized by 

hundreds of thousands of Lebanese people protesting after the murder of prime minister 

Rafiq Hariri killed in Beirut on the 14th of February 2005. A protest that contributed to the 

departure of the Syrian forces from Lebanon, after almost 30 years. From that event and 

the consequent exit of Syrian forces from Lebanon, to the existing war in Syria, the United 

Nations Mission named “Unifil” and the International Community have supported the 

processes for the stability of the country. 

 

Lebanese Hezbollah and Sunnis 

In Syria, as well as in Lebanon, beside social, cultural, and confessional reasons there are 

geopolitical factors and mechanisms that set the pace of the complex and unstable 

domestic and regional turmoil. 

The war in Syria represents an influencing dynamic factor for the internal equilibrium of 

Lebanon, which avoided to be directly involved in the Syrian conflicts, despite Sunni-Salafi 

elements are supporting the opposition to Bashar al-Assad and Shia groups are 

supporting it, which transposed their conflictual competition abroad. 

On the one hand, the Sunni anti-Syrian approach and the will to prevail over the Shias – 

which is represented in both the parliament and government – loom as shadows over 

some of these factions. Since the beginning of the Syrian war, the battle-field results 

obtained by the armed opposition groups have inspired several Lebanese Sunnis in their 

determination to oppose Hezbollah in Syria and at home. Lebanese Sunnis are 

increasingly divided between hawks and doves. 

On the other hand, Hezbollah has links with Iran and Syria and supports directly the Syrian 

government with its own fighting troops. As consequence, Hezbollah opted for a front-line 

commitment in Syria and a lower profile approach in Lebanon, practically supporting the 

Lebanese institutions. For Hezbollah, flanking Assad’s government and forces in a 

resistance war is a must for  both ideological and pragmatic reasons. Beyond the 

propaganda spread by media, realpolitik pushed Hezbollah to accept an active and 

energetic role in the Syrian war in order to maintain free access to the lines of 

communications to Iran. 

Moreover, should the Syrian State fall, Hezbollah would suffer a mortal isolation. 

Furthermore, sound political pragmatism comes into play as Hezbollah shares with the 

Syrian government not the will to fight the Sunnis in Syria, but rather the will to oppose the 

expansion of Salafi fundamentalism or Islamic State affiliations; a threat that would be 

even greater given a possible fall of Damascus.  
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In addition, Hezbollah currently needs to regain the domestic popular support partially lost 

due to their many fighters fallen in Syria. Therefore, there are many reasons for Hezbollah 

for being in Syria and to maintain the commitment, and very few for leaving. 

Finally, we should take into consideration the moderating role played by the Christian 

minority within the institutions and their substantial low-profile approach toward the conflict 

in Syria. 

 

Security, in general 

The destabilization of Syria is the cause and, at the same time, consequence of the 

regional crisis. In particular, the increasing role played by jihadi armed opposition groups in 

Syria raises growing reasons of concern, also for Lebanon. The Syrian war has attracted 

thousands of jihadist fighters from the Middle East, North Africa and Europe, who have 

joined the “complex militant Sunni galaxy of non-state actors” operating at regional level. 

On the other hand, the facto proxy-war involving foreign State actors boosts tensions and 

violence in Lebanon between those who support and those who oppose the Syrian 

government, in particular after the defeat in Aleppo of the anti-Assad front, included radical 

jihadi groups such as the so-called “Islamic state” and the Jabhat Fatah al-Sham 

(“Conquest of Syria Front”), the former Jabat al-Nusrah front. 

From a security point of view, Lebanon remains very vulnerable to the influencing factors 

deriving from the Syrian instability; Lebanon, such as the other regional actors, face the 

challenge posed by the so-called Islamic State (ISIS/IS) and the challenge of maintaining 

the fragile political balance that maintains the status quo both at the regional and domestic 

level. 

Efforts by the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF), in cooperation with Hezbollah- and Sunni-

controlled security groups and international partners, have been effective. They were 

supported by a Hezbollah direct involvement in Syria – including combat troops in 

Damascus and Aleppo – to take control of areas on the Lebanese boundary in order to 

prevent infiltration by militants and jihadi groups from Syria. Even though Hezbollah has 

since extended its operations in Syria, border control remains a priority for the group, as 

shown by their prioritization of the fights for Syrian areas of Qusayr, Qalamoun and 

Zabadani on the Lebanese border, a strategy which has reestablished a measure of 

security to Lebanon.1 

 

Economic and Social security.  

The economic and social impact of the war in Syria is one of the most serious issues that 

Lebanon faces. Economical effects extend beyond the country’s borders, affecting 

Lebanon – in particular trade. These have mainly affected exporters related to the Syrian 

market. Lebanese exports to Syria beverages, tobacco, and food profiting from the war as 

they substituted some of the lost production in Syria. 

The economic losses (lost incomes) due to the Syrian war and the expenses of hosting 

refugees have cost to Lebanon a valued $13.1 billion2 which has strained the public 

                                                 
1  Julien Barnes-Dacey, The War Next Door: Syria And The Erosion Of Stability In Lebanon, Jordan And Turkey , 

European  Council  On Foreign Relations, Policy Brief, June 2016. 
2  The World Bank, the Impact of the Syrian Conflict on Lebanese Trade. 
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financial capacities and the provision of the public services and infrastructures (health, 

energy, water, waste collection, and education). 

From a social perspective, we can observe the consequences of the presence of a 

threefold social vulnerability: the first is the 1,5 million of Syrians refugees (a number 

equivalent to a quarter of the Lebanese population); the second is the 1,5 million of 

“vulnerable/poor” Lebanese people; the third is the thousands Palestinian refugees. 

Of the three, the Syrian refugees have a substantial impact on Lebanon because of the 

humanitarian consequences and the Demographic, Economic/Development and 

Security/Political Impacts, as the numbers below shows. 

Nearly 90 percent of the Syrian refugees live in 242 villages in Lebanon classified as 

“poor” (16 percent live in 2000 Informal Settlements and the 40 percent live in unfinished 

buildings, empty stores and parking lots); since 2011, the labor force in Lebanon have 

increased by 50 percent and the direct effect has been the unemployment have doubled 

and the amount of poor has risen by nearly two-thirds. Furtherly, Lebanon lost around 1 

million tourists (41.5 percent of the total), between 2011-20133. 

What emerges is a situation where instability and insecurity are growing exponentially, as 

showed by the statistics: the total of small crimes have augmented by more than 60 

percent since 2011, and the Lebanese penitentiaries have become over-crowded (26 

percent of the detainees are Syrians); furtherly, it is increased significantly the Human 

Trafficking business of Syrians and Palestinians from Syria4. 

As consequence of these threats to the general Lebanese security, has been implemented 

the “Lebanon Crisis Response Plan” LCRP 2015-2016, the joint Government of Lebanon –

UN plan to guarantee that the humanitarian response to the Syrian crisis concretely 

benefits Lebanon and helps to stabilize it. 

 

 

                                                 
3  Khalil Gebara, The Syrian Crisis & its Implications on Lebanon, Universite Saint Joseph, Beirut, Lecture, 9th March 

2015. 
4  Ibidem. 
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Russia and the US have long compared the strategic hegemony of the South Eastern European 

region during the past 20 years. This comparison has seen various times and through various phases 

as a function of the historical events of South Eastern Europe. Phases which initially saw the process 

of dissolution of Yugoslavia, in which Russia has supported the same idea of the geopolitical project 

Yugoslavian against the assumptions of dismemberment, and which are subsequently continued in 

the season of frozen conflict, which have retained a number of latent conflicts to this day, for more 

than 20 years after the end of the Yugoslav conflict. 

The US, at the same time, have maintained a substantial political hegemony approach on hard 

security in the region, while reducing its commitment and starting a disengagement strategy.  

This void was partially filled by the action of the European Union and even seemingly distant 

countries like China have gradually built its own base of influence for its own regional leadership 

 

China: the South Eastern Europe as a first chain of the corridor Black Sea - Baltic Sea - 

Adriatic 

Less obvious and more complex is instead the China approach to the region. Beijing, on the one 

hand seeks to develop priority connections with individual countries such as Greece, which has 

mainly affected the value like with which to build, through investments in port facilities, an advanced 

logistics base inside - or close to - dell 'European Union on the other side tries to build a strategic 

approach as much as possible regional or pan-European region, with which groped to balance the 

political and economic weight of the European Union. In this view it should be considered the initiative 

of the 16 + 1 with which Beijing has hired a sizable and heterogeneous group of countries of Eastern 

Europe, Central Eastern Europe and the Balkans. An initiative that comes down from the Baltics to 

the Balkans, including EU countries, EU / NATO countries and countries that have no significant 

relationship with the West. China's approach to South Eastern Europe do not therefore reflect the 

classic geopolitical lines of the other powers which have an affirmative role in the region, the US, 

Russia, EU, Turkey. The Chinese approach to South Eastern Europe from the Baltic to the Black to 

the Adriatic Sea, can be explained from various points of view. 

 

 
Fonte: Emil Jaroch, www.peoplesquare.com 
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A first reason is related to the enormous economic differential and existing industry between China 

and the many countries that make up the region. Suffice it to say that, as regards the South Eastern 

Europe, except for Romania, each of the countries of the region has a GDP lower than that of 

Luxembourg. Obviously, the economic weakness of the region is only one aspect in the pursuit of a 

"block" approach to this part of Europe. The most significant reason is geopolitical concerns and the 

great strategic project named One Belt / One Road, the initiative that aims to connect China with 

Central Asia and Europe through the Balkans, which represent the first ring of this important Euro-

Asian connection channel. China's priorities in this area are therefore related to the financing and 

construction of North-South infrastructural axes, along an axis that connects the lower Adriatic ports, 

the Aegean and the Black Sea with the Baltic. An integration on logistics and geopolitical axis which 

is partly different from that followed by the European integration, which follows a development West 

- East. This has caused more of a suspect by the European initiatives on the Chinese, to the point 

that countries belonging to the EU did not use financial measures and offers of cooperation from 

China, is a political choice to prefer the one financed by the EU, both for their most difficult 

compatibility with European law. The European Union is concerned, especially in times of crisis the 

EU project and the difficulties in the enlargement perspectives, that China can fit into a geopolitical 

vacuum that would find fertile ground especially in those countries of the Balkans and South Eastern 

Europe that I'm late in the path of European enlargement or balanced between the West and Russia. 

 

Serbia, a crossroads between the EU, Russia, China 

Serbia is the country of the region that has most grown in a Piò or less balanced the threesome 

between the EU, Russia and China. It is indeed EU candidate country in the European Union, which 

the country sees as a key policy objective. At the same time ties with Russia they are strong, albeit 

often contradictory. The conflict in Kosovo with NATO and the US foreign policy have strengthened 

relations with Russia, both in political key that energy. It is also the country of the region with the 

strongest relationship with China, which considers it as a pivot country in the Balkans in the Silk 

Road Project. This role was confirmed by the visit of Chinese President Xi in Belgrade last June, a 

visit of historic proportions, the first by a Chinese president for 30 years now lasted three days. 

Despite Belgrade and Beijing have maintained strong relations since the nineties, when Beijing 

launch its diplomatic support action of a Serbia politically isolated from Europe in the context of the 

Yugoslav conflict, relations between the two countries take off in 2009, when stopped a strategic 

partnership agreement between China and Serbia which led to investments of Chinese capital of 

about $ 1 billion, mostly in the energy and infrastructure sectors 
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The large geographical span of the Middle East has seen a geopolitical competition between the 

United States and the Soviet Union since the end of World War II, expanding the scope of that 

geographical environment also to the Mediterranean Sea, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. 

The bipolar confrontation resulted in a fragile balance dotted with local conflicts which had rotated 

on one side around the pivot of the Arab-Israeli interests, and on the other in the direction of the 

ideological opposition of local actors - which often changed, indeed. 

The end of the Cold War and the bipolar confrontation has generated in a prolonged economic 

crisis in the region, which resulted in the consolidation of the local authoritarianism and growth of 

Islamist movements in starting a new phase of conflict, essentially internal to the states. 

The economic crisis following the dissolution of the Soviet Union did not allow any real capacity for 

intervention of Russia in the region for nearly a decade, limiting the role of Moscow until the first 

years of the new century to a mere bland position as local political intervention and at the UN. 

Russia is rather stunning comeback to the forefront of regional chronicles from the beginning of the 

decade, showing an increasingly effective will to consolidate the sphere of its regional interests in 

the pursuit of the dual objective of consolidating its role on the one hand, and limit the sphere of 

US interests on the other. 

The United States has on the contrary to discount the impact of a prolonged as exhausting military 

action which since 2003 has seen them involved especially in Afghanistan and Iraq, by opting for a 

gradual reduction of its operational capacity on the ground and especially of their direct exposure 

in conflicts. 

The People's Republic of China does not have its own tangible and significant presence in the 

Middle East, neither militarily nor politically. Conversely, however, the role of Beijing in the region 

has grown exponentially over the past two decades thanks to a low-profile economic penetration 

but high return strategy, which ensured a steady consolidation also of potential political role by 

China. 

The framework of general instability generated, since 2011, by insurgent phenomena then passed 

into history with the name - quite inappropriate – of the "Arab Spring", and the subsequent conflicts 

in Libya, Syria and Yemen, have deeply changed the map of regional interests of the three major 

global players, fostering a new, although still deeply unstable, determining the local political 

balance. 

 

The United States and Russia today in the Middle East 

The eight years of the Obama presidency have greatly changed the face of the American presence 

in the Middle East. After the long, expensive and almost ineffectual intervention in Afghanistan, 

Washington has sought to accelerate the transition of military control of the country in the direction 

of the armed forces of Kabul, always supported and equipped by the United States and NATO, 

although with the intention of making them autonomous in the exercise of the soil control. 

The unresolved problems of governance, the tribalism, the widespread corruption and the inability 

to generate a virtuous economic model in the country have led to the failure of any local 

stabilization policy, bringing back the phenomenon of insurgency and reconsolidating the local 

interests of the Taliban groups. 

Afghanistan thus remains an essentially unstable country, from which the international community 

cannot assume a military demobilization, worth the almost immediate collapse of the central 

political system and a return to widespread conflict 

Even the intervention in Iraq initiated in 2003 has been particularly traumatic for the United States.  
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The dissolution of the armed forces wanted the fall of Saddam Hussein has led on the one hand 

the immediate consolidation of the majority Shiite political structure and on the other the 

transformation in the key sectarian clash between the two main communities. 

The inability to manage this emerging conflict has brought Iraq to civil war, with the consolidation of 

matrix Sunni jihadist organizations that have progressively expanded their margin well beyond the 

borders of Iraq action. 

The United States has not been able to cope with the challenge posed by the evolution of Iraqi 

local politics, arguing over the last decade the Al Maliki government, which has exasperated tones 

of sectarian conflict leading to the de facto split of the country and consolidation of new political 

entity of the Islamic State. 

The next phase of reconquest of the country under the leadership of al-Abadi Prime Minister has 

seen the United States actively participate in the support of Iraqi forces, although in a low media 

profile position designed to minimize the role of the national and regional levels. 

The US military presence in the region remains secured and coordinated by the impressive 

deployment of personnel and equipment in Qatar, and especially in Al Udeid Air Base, under the 

coordination of CENTCOM. IN Bahrain has instead headquarters base of the Fifth Fleet of the US 

Navy, responsible for the area of the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea, the Arabian Sea and part of the 

Indian Ocean. Always under the control of CENTCOM, the Fifth Fleet consists of 10 Task Force 

and four Combined Task Force with geographical coordination tasks. 

The Obama presidency has definitely wanted to diminish the commitment and visibility profile of 

the United States in the Middle East, but remain involved in two large-scale regional crisis towards 

which Washington does not seem to harbour any real concrete interest. First in Libya and then in 

Syria, the United States have given their invaluable operational support to an impromptu NATO 

mission apt determine the collapse of the Gaddafi regime, and then in stemming Iran's role on the 

one hand, and monarchies Gulf on the other, in the bloody battle for control of Syria. In both crisis 

the US have tried, succeeding only partially, to exercise a policy coordination role in the peace 

agreements, however, often finding themselves forced to employ the use of force in supporting the 

feeble political prerogatives of local and international actors. 

Where the Obama administration has reported net change in orientation is certainly in the 

relationship with Israel and with Egypt. In the first case, the friction with the government headed by 

Benjamin Netanyahu have arisen particularly with regard to the peace process and to the 

management policy of settlements in the occupied territories, and then over the nuclear agreement 

with Iran. In the case of Egypt, however, the United States suffered the violent military coup in 

2013 that brought an end to the Muslim Brotherhood government, with which Washington had 

found a formula for national and regional dialogue. Cooling with General Al Sisi, who later became 

president, has gradually pushed Cairo first in the direction of the Gulf monarchies, and then toward 

Russia, in a desperate attempt to maintain political autonomy on the one hand, and providing the 

necessary aid the other economic. 

The most significant result of the Obama presidency in the region is certainly represented by the 

agreement signed by the countries of the 5 + 1 with Iran, which put an end to the protracted 

dispute over Iran's nuclear program but at the same time fuelling an exaggerated fear from within 

Arab monarchies. 

The start of the Trump presidency would seem to call into question many of the choices made by 

the Obama administration in the region, and particularly with regard to Iran, though the current 

situation is not clear how and where the priorities of the new administration are going to affect on 

the region. 
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Russia, after a decade of very low profile in the management of its role in the Middle East, is to 

return to play an active role after the Libyan crisis and the controversial intervention of Qatar and 

France in the change of the local political balance. 

The decision to intervene militarily in Syria alongside Bashar al Assad and his allies had a very 

momentous impact in the evolution of the conflict, resulting in an overall change of the same and 

preventing the consolidation of the anti-regime front. 

The conflict in Syria, however, is built on constructed motivations and interests more to negotiate 

the global position of Russia (and especially the crisis in Ukraine and the issue of the international 

embargo) not to consolidate the role of a modest and fragile regional ally. 

Through intervention in Syria, however, Moscow anyway begun to redefine the "red line" of its 

sphere of regional influence, which moves from the east to the Mediterranean to North Africa, and 

could now include Libya and Egypt in an attempt - perhaps supported by the Europeans and the 

United States - to transfer on Russia the weight of the solution of the serious crisis we see also in 

that context oppose the interests of the Gulf monarchies and local actors. 

Russia has also brought back its naval presence in the Mediterranean, more symbolic than real to 

be honest in order to make visible and permanent its commitment on a geographic scale growing 

and until now dominated by only the US presence and bland European capacity. 

The biggest variable of the future in the region is now represented by Washington's intentions 

towards Moscow, under a policy that could lead ideally towards a relaxing process whose effects 

are today scarcely measurable. Greater relational capacity between the US and Russia would in 

any case certainly desirable especially from the European stakeholders, that sanctions against 

Moscow, thus benefiting of a concrete economic opportunities, as well as a concrete operational 

support could thus see revoked in regional crises. 
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Russia 

Although the Soviet Union did not have a colonial past, it however used to entertain close relations 

during the Cold War with the south of the world – Africa, Latin America and Asia – often by supporting 

their anti-colonial and independence movements. Many African politicians and military cadres have 

been formed and trained in the Soviet Union. With the time, those old ideological ties with Russia 

have been toning down a lot, to the point that Medvedev himself some years ago literally stated: 

“Frankly, we were almost too late. We should have begun working with our African partners earlier”. 

Today, ten thousand African students are still learning in Russian universities and, the national 

airline, Aeroflot, no longer connects the Russian capital with Africa as before, inasmuch the 

destinations covered are now Cairo and Luanda only.  

At the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, there are two structures dealing with 

African issues: The Africa Department (DAF) and the Department of Middle East and North Africa 

(MENAD). Russian diplomacy has a network of forty embassies in Africa, being accredited to the 

African Union (AU) and to some Regional Economic Communities (RECs), such as SADC, 

ECOWAS, IGAD, and EAC too. Yet, in recent years, nine missions, three consulates and thirteen of 

the twenty cultural centres were closed. In the Foreign Economic Strategy of the Russian Federation 

to 2020 it is underlined that: “Africa, being a swiftly growing region, represents a strategic interest to 

the Russian economy, including as a source of natural resources, a market for investment projects 

and a market for exports of machinery and technical products exports.  

The priorities of the foreign economic strategy in the region are: prospecting, mining, oil, construction 

and mining, purchasing gas, oil, uranium, and bauxite assets (Angola, Nigeria, Sudan, South Africa 

and Namibia); construction of power facilities – hydroelectric power plants on the River Congo 

(Angola, Zambia, Namibia, and Equatorial Guinea) and nuclear power plants (South Africa and 

Nigeria); creating floating nuclear power plants, South African participation in the international project 

to build a nuclear enrichment centre in Russia; railway construction (Nigeria, Guinea, and Angola); 

creation of Russian trade houses for the promotion and maintenance of Russian engineering 

products (Nigeria and South Africa)”.  

The first visit of a Russian President in Africa was that of Vladimir Putin in 2006 in South Africa, 

which was followed by meetings with the leaderships of Angola, Ethiopia. Putin after that was able 

to visit Egypt, Algeria, South Africa, Morocco and Libya. In 2009, the then President, Dmitry 

Medvedev, visited Egypt, Nigeria, Angola and Namibia. Always in 2009, the Russian private sector 

established the African Coordinating Committee for Economic Cooperation with African Countries 

(AfroCom), in the hope to bridge the gap in the meantime occurred between Africa and Russia.  

In 2012, the Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov, with the Special Presidential Envoy 

to the Middle East and Africa, Mikhail Margelov, travelled to Ethiopia, Liberia, Madagascar, Uganda, 

and Zimbabwe. 

On April 2016, the Chairperson of the African Union Commission (AUC), Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma 

was in Moscow on a working visit at the invitation of Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov. In the last 

decade, Moscow has cancelled twenty billion debt owed by African counterparts.  

Foreign investment in Russia in Africa amounts to only four billion dollars. The Russian-African trade 

exchange is substantially restricted to a few countries: Cote d’Ivoire, Guinea, Morocco, Algeria, 

Egypt and South Africa. In June 2010, Russia–Africa International Parliamentary Conference took 

place, while the economic forum Urals–Africa was held in July 2013 in Yekaterinburg and attended 

by delegations from about forty African States. Russia and China are both members of the BRICS, 

consisting also of Brazil, India and, for the African continent, South Africa, which joined the group in 

2010.  
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For the 5th BRICS Summit held in Durban in South Africa (26-27 March 2013), Putin and Zuma 

signed the Joint Declaration on the Establishment of a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 

between the Russian Federation and the Republic of South Africa.  

Like China, the key principle of the Kremlin diplomacy is to persuade African counterparts that their 

partnership would be free from any conditionality clause, such as good governance and human 

rights, the kind of constraints that the US and the European Union ask for. Russia is the second 

largest weapons exporter behind the United States and, among its best-known African customers, 

there are Algeria, Angola, Sudan and Ethiopia. At the same time, it is worth noting that Russian 

troops participate in the United Nations peace support operations deployed in the different African 

crises. Moscow also contributes to the activities of the African Union in the field of peacekeeping 

police components training. As far as the Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation1 

(November 2016) is concerned, under paragraph n°99 it is written that: Russia will expand 

multidimensional interaction with African States both in bilateral and multilateral settings by 

improving political dialogue and promoting mutually beneficial trade and economic ties, stepping up 

comprehensive cooperation that serves common interests, contribute to preventing regional conflicts 

and crisis situations, as well as facilitate post-conflict settlement in Africa. Promoting partnership ties 

with the African Union and sub-regional organizations is an important element of this policy. Unlike 

Beijing, Moscow is not in such an urgent need exploiting African raw materials, since in most cases 

it is plenty in their territories. Russia, however, has worked with several African nations for the 

extraction of a few depleted or scarce minerals in Russia, such as bauxite in Guinea and Nigeria, 

nickel in Botswana, manganese in Namibia and Gabon, vanadium in South Africa and diamonds in 

Angola. Even though Russia is the largest oil exporter, with the biggest world’s gas reserves, 

however its oil exploration are underway somewhere in Africa, such as in the Ivory Coast and in 

Ghana. So, Moscow it is also interested to keep providing technical assistance in the extraction of 

minerals to its African counterparts. 

 

China 

The Chinese partnership model in Africa is grounded not on the Western model of development aid, 

but on that of cooperation based on investment, infrastructure and trade. In addition, China is the 

only global power able to export to Africa, at the same time, labour, capital, goods and technology. 

China, which, no later than twenty years ago, was even poorest than some African regions today, in 

order to evade the inevitable increase in wages and labour cost, within a few years will be driven to 

relocate2 in Africa its critical mass of world production, currently concentrated in its industrial districts, 

seeking to keep the logistics control through attempting a reconfiguration of the world order in its 

favour, first accomplishing the New Silk Road otherwise known as One Belt, One Road Initiative 

(OBOR)3.  

 

 

                                                        
1  See: http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/2542248 – 

Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation, approved by President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin on 
November 30, 2016. 

2  This process has already started: some precursors are the special economic districts in Algeria, Egypt, Ethiopia, 
Mauritius, Nigeria and Zambia, acting as logistics aggregators for Chinese products distribution all over Africa. 

3  The One Belt, One Road (OBOR – Yi Day Yi Lu) is currently one of the most significant China’s National Strategies. 
The OBOR aliases are: B&R; One Belt, One Road; Belt and Road Initiative. The OBOR strategy is made of two settings, 
an Economic Land Belt and a Maritime Road (Sea-Lanes), linking China’s port facilities with the African coast, pushing 
up through the Suez Canal into the Mediterranean Sea: the former is the land-based Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB), 
while the latter is the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road (MSR).  

 The National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), China’s top economic planner, and the ministries of 
foreign affairs and commerce issued the plan for the Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road. 

http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/2542248
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China seeks to play a constructive role in the reform the international system especially by means 

of the OBOR strategy, whose rapid implementation4 has become the priority of China’s foreign 

policy.  

Via the expansion of the Eurasian and African transport infrastructure, Beijing aims to lay the 

foundations for China-centred production networks with hotspots in both Eurasia and Africa through 

the OBOR, for example through Chinese companies offshoring their production to South-East Asia 

or to Africa. 

 

Pro-China International Financial Institutions 

China plans to develop three interlinked and innovative financial institutions, to support the 

realization of the Belt and Road Initiative objectives: the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB)5, 

the Silk Road Fund (SRF) 6  and the New (BRICS) Development Bank (NDB) 7 . The Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) is a new multilateral development bank, founded in October 

2014 that entered into force December the 25th 2015. It aspires to be a global development bank as 

the alternative to the World Bank (WB). It counts twenty-one Asian Members (China, India, Thailand, 

Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Brunei, Cambodia, Kazakhstan, 

Kuwait, Laos, Myanmar, Mongolia, Nepal, Oman, Qatar, Sri Lanka, Uzbekistan and Vietnam), with 

a registered capital of 100 USD billion. It is worth noting that, despite heated objections from the 

United States, several European and NATO countries are founding member States, including Italy8, 

the U.K., France, Germany, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Denmark, Iceland, Spain, Portugal, 

Poland and Norway. Besides, so far, two African countries are members of the AIIB, Egypt and South 

Africa.  

The Silk Road (Infrastructure) Fund (SRF) was launched in February 2014. The Chinaled 40 USD 

Billion SRF invests in OBOR infrastructure projects. The fund is capitalised mainly by China’s 

Foreign Exchange Market (Forex) reserves to be managed as a China’s sovereign wealth fund. Mr 

Jin Qi is the fund’s chief executive. It aspires to become alternative to the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF).  

The New (BRICS) Development Bank (NDB) is a BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 

Africa) multilateral development bank established on 15 July 2014. The bank was seeded with 50 

USD billion’s initial capital, with the intention to increase it up to 100 billion. Each country will have 

one vote, but no one will have veto power. The NDB’s Headquarters is in Shanghai, while its African 

Regional Centre is based in South Africa. It supports Africa’s growth, in particular on infrastructure 

and sustainable development projects, so that it could be considered as an alternative to the African 

Development Bank (ADB). 

 

Italy, Mediterranean, Europe 

From the 20th to the 26th February 2017, the President of the Italian Republic, Sergio Mattarella, paid 

a State visit to the People’s Republic of China. While in Beijing, the Italian Head of State met the 

Chinese President, Xi Jinping, the Chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People’s 

Congress, Zhang Dejiang, and the Prime Minister Li Keqiang; Mattarella also visited Shanghai, 

Chongqing and Xi’an. In 2015, Italy and China have celebrated the 45th anniversary of the 

establishment of diplomatic relations.  

                                                        
4  Since late 2012, President Xi has been promoting the ‘Chinese dream’, involving the ‘great revival of the Chinese 

nation’. Such revival predictably requires a restored global position and identity for China. 
5  See: http://www.aiib.org/  
6  See: http://www.silkroadfund.com.cn 
7  See: http://ndb.int/ 
8  July the 13th 2015, Italy has ratified the AIIB  

http://www.aiib.org/
http://www.silkroadfund.com.cn/
http://ndb.int/
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The Italian Government recognised the People’s Republic of China (PRC) on 6 November 1970, 

while the European Community opened diplomatic relations with the PRC on 6 May 1975. Beijing 

and Rome established a comprehensive strategic partnership in 2004, giving room to a turning point 

in bilateral relations. Chinese Premier Li Keqiang’s most recent visit to Italy occurred in October 

2014. At the end of April 2015, the China-Italy inter-ministerial committee took place in Beijing, 

coinciding with the visit to China of Paolo Gentiloni, the then Italian Minister for Foreign Affairs and 

International Cooperation (MAECI). Actually, Italy is the major economic and demographic power of 

the Mediterranean and Europe’s second largest industrial country.  

In 2015, Italy has recorded an export of €10.4 billion to China, while Germany of €71.9 billion and 

France of €17.9 billion. Two-way trade totalled more than EUR 60 billion in 2014. China is Italy’s 

third most important commercial partner (after Germany and France, but ahead of the United States), 

ranking as the third largest origin of imports to Italy and the seventh largest destination for Italian 

exports. China has a clear growth strategy for the Mediterranean region that is to purchase logistics 

infrastructure and ports across the Basin and, in parallel, in Northern Europe.  

Thus, in recent years, the Mediterranean, from a mere transit point for Chinese ships, has been 

gradually turning into a permanent logistics base for Beijing, thanks to the acquisition of a majority 

stake of the Port of Piraeus9 in Greece, to the investments in the Port of Haifa in Israel as well as in 

some ports of Turkey and with the participation in the joint venture to manage the future inland port 

of Vado Ligure in the province of Savona, Italy10. Hence, China’s presence in the ports of Piraeus, 

Rotterdam11, Abu Dhabi, Haifa, and Vado Ligure are clear signals of its intention to build permanent 

entry points, so as to more easily access Europe and the MENA region.  

Actually, Beijing has trade relations with the Mediterranean area by 185.6 billion Euros, which are 

likely to exceed 200 billion by 2018; note how in 2001 were only 16.2 billion euros. Specifically, the 

increased centrality of the Mediterranean is mainly due to the OBOR. Italy is likely to become the 

preferential Euro-African Investments Hub in the Mediterranean thanks to the Chinese initiative.  

In fact, the Maritime Silk Road is meant to connect China with the Mediterranean, at the centre of 

which lies the Italian peninsula, making Italy an appropriate entry point or gateway for Chinese goods 

destined to Central and Northern Europe. “Marco Polo’s Venice” is to become the hub between the 

Belt and the Road: in fact, from Nairobi, the Maritime Silk Road goes north around the Horn of Africa 

and moves through the Red Sea into the Mediterranean, with a stopover in Athens before meeting 

the land-based Silk Road around Venice. Actually, the construction of ports and related facilities 

aims to extend China’s maritime reach across the Indian Ocean via the Suez Canal, into the 

Mediterranean basin. Italian Ports are divided according to two different characteristics: 

Transhipment Ports (Southern Italy’s on the Suez Gibraltar Axis such as the harbours of Gioia Tauro, 

Cagliari and Taranto) and Gateways Ports (Northern Italy’s such as the harbours of Trieste and 

Genova). Other European Terminal Ports are Piraeus, Rotterdam and Hamburg. There are two 

examples of opportunities for Italian enterprises regarding the enlarged presence of Chinese 

investments in the Mediterranean along the B&R: the agreements on double taxation between Italy 

and China could be renegotiated, in order to ensure competitive conditions for income flows 

distributed from Italy also to Africa. In addition, Italian companies should participate in tenders as far 

as AIIB funded projects are concerned.  

By and large, two types of Chinese investors pay close attention to Italy: the former look at Italy as 

a part of a more organic strategy of growth in foreign (i.e. European) markets, while the latter see 

                                                        
9  One of the most significant Chinese investments in the Mediterranean was the acquisition of 67% of the Greek Port of 

Piraeus. There, the investments will increase the value produced by Greece in the logistics sector, passing from the 
current 400 million Euros to 2.5 billion Euros in a relatively short period of time. 

10  See: www.sr-m.it  
11  See the acquisition of 35% of the Euromax Terminal Rotterdam (ETR) in the port of Rotterdam. 

http://www.sr-m.it/
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Italy as a strategic location for specific investments or as a large-scale logistics platform for the 

Mediterranean as such. This financial interest for Italy (and Europe in general) is part of Beijing’s 

broader strategy to export capital and subsequently its political influence. In 2014, China became a 

net exporter of capital for the first time after the country-implemented legislation that reduces 

restrictions on outbound investment and encourages companies to look overseas for mergers and 

acquisitions.  

There are therefore concerns both in Italy and in Europe about China’s acquiring stakes in strategic 

assets12 for the political implications. Another concern is given by Beijing’s active industrial policy, 

which is turning the country into a low-cost competitor in medium and high-skill industries that would 

quite significantly affect the Italian SMEs system. 

 

Europe 

China is perhaps making its biggest inroads on Europe’s periphery. It has created a new grouping, 

known as the “16+1 Framework and Economic Relations Between China and the Central and 

Eastern European Countries (CEEC)”, concerning the sixteen Central and Eastern European 

countries13 including some inside and some outside the European Union. Hungary is to become the 

key logistics hub on the Trans-Siberian Link, serving as a distribution point for Chinese exports to 

Europe and an aggregating point for imports from Europe. Actually, EU-China trade is one of biggest 

trade relations in terms of goods traded in the world. In 2014, EU imported €302 billion of goods from 

China and exported €164 billion of goods to China. There could be a mutual beneficial integration 

with the €315 Billion “Juncker Plan’s” and the OBOR. According to the EU Commission President, 

Jean Claude Juncker, Europe can benefit from the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative as it can interact 

with the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI). The EU scheme will unlock public and 

private investment through the EFSI, mobilising at least €315 billion. The initial investment provided 

by the EU and the European Investment Bank (EIB) will be €21 billion and it will require additional 

funding from other investors to reach a multiplier effect of 1:15 in real investment in the economy 

and these additional investments could come right from the OBOR. 

 

USA 

Washington, which sees Africa as the last global economic frontier with enormous potential, has set 

up a comprehensive strategy that takes into account the national, regional and continental 

peculiarities of the African context. In 2012, the White House published the new U.S. Strategy 

towards Sub-Saharan Africa, based on the following four pillars: strengthening democratic 

institutions; spurring economic growth, trade, and investment; advancing peace and security; 

promoting opportunity and development. The new US-Africa partnership should be based on 

responsibility and mutual respect, according to which preventive diplomacy should be preferred to 

crisis so as to eventually anticipate serious events. Actually, the last three administrations - Clinton, 

Bush and Obama - have demonstrated continuity of action towards Africa. In this sense, the creation 

in 2007 of the U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM)14 shows the new strategic importance given to the 

Continent. Barack Obama, visited Sub-Saharan Africa three times: in July 2009, in Ghana (plus 

                                                        
12  Since early 2014, the People’s Bank of China (PBOC) – through its investment arm, the State Administration of Foreign 

Exchange (SAFE) – has invested more than €3.2 billion on stakes of about 2 per cent each in eight of Italy’s largest 
companies such as Fiat Chrysler and ENI. May 2014 the Shanghai Electric Group bought a 40 per cent stake in power 
engineering company Ansaldo Energia for EUR 400 million.  

13  Central and Eastern European countries (CEEc) are: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 

Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Albania and 
Macedonia. See: http://www.china-ceec.org/eng/  

14  The U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM), based in Stuttgart, is to cover the entire African Continent, except for Egypt. 
See: www.africom.mil  

http://www.china-ceec.org/eng/
http://www.africom.mil/
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Egypt); in July 2013, in Senegal, South Africa and Tanzania; in July 2015, in Kenya and Ethiopia, 

where he also delivered a historic speech at the African Union, never visited by an American 

President before. The most important economic initiatives are the African Growth and Opportunity 

Act (AGOA), a multilateral treaty launched in 2000, which provides duty-free access to African 

products in the US, and the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), launched in 2004, which 

awards best performing African States. Besides, in 2013, the Obama Administration presented the 

Power Africa initiative, aimed to double access to electricity in Sub-Saharan Africa. The idea is to 

ensure universal access to electricity by 2030, focusing on renewable and clean energies 

(geothermal, hydro, wind and solar), requiring over three hundred million dollars of investment. The 

entire U.S. public and private system would take it on, involving the American SMEs, so far not so 

present in Africa though. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
In general, the major Russian companies do not disdain the African market, but they have not great 

need unlike almost all other competitors. This largely explains the inaction of Russia in Sub-Saharan 

Africa today, complained by the African stakeholders. Although still relatively concentrated in 

traditional sectors (defence, higher education, health), in recent years bilateral co-operation has 

diversified into new areas such as mineral resources, fishery, energy, infrastructure, financing and 

telecommunications. As a matter of fact, the soft-power conveyed by the Russian language could 

still be enhanced in regards of Russian-African relations. In recent times, even the American 

partnership with Africa has turned from Aid to Trade. Yet, Washington is trying to catch-up, having 

China overtaken both United States and the European Union as the first trading and economic 

partner. Having been able to plan a comprehensive and intelligent rooting in Africa, ahead of time 

compared to all the other international competitors, has allowed China to demonstrate its global 

strategic capacity, which is now also extending to the Mediterranean and to the rest of the world. 



Russia, Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
Lorena Di Placido 
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After the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russia had to establish a new way to exert its influence and 

to protect its interests on the former federated republics1. With the exception of the Baltic States – 

that reduced their relations with Russia in order to build truly independent institutions - many entities 

of what in the early 90s Russia’s political language was called "near abroad" harbored the ambivalent 

conviction that they had to maintain good relations with Russia in order to avoid in the short term a 

vacuum of trade and international references. In fact, although the separation from the Soviet Union 

was inevitable (by choice or necessity), all former Soviet republics (including Russia) faced lower 

standards of living, with the risk of increasing internal instability. 

Therefore, establishing new mutually beneficial relationships was a shared need that allowed Russia 

to avoid losing control on a key area of strategic interest, while the new republics maintained their 

traditional references. Specific cooperation instruments were launched, providing the ideal 

framework to reassemble common interests and highlighting also, through the participation or the 

withdrawal of a state, the will to stay or not under Russia’s influence: 

 in the political and economic sphere, the Community of Independent States (CIS) has been 

established on December 8, 1991 by nine former Soviet republics (Ukraine and Georgia left it, 

respectively, in 2009 and 2014); 

 in the security field, the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) was founded on May 15, 

1992 by 6 members of the CIS; 

  in order to solve some border disputes still open during the Soviet era, Russia and China started 

in 1986 a negotiation process, which later also included four Central Asian republics (Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan), leading to the creation of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization on June 14, 2001; 

 finally, in 1994 Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbaev proposed to create an economic and 

customs free area among the former Soviet republics and in 2015 the Eurasian Economic Union 

became operational (its members are: Russia, Kazakhstan, Belarus, Kyrgyzstan and Armenia). 

Moscow stated also the need to protect the interests of millions of Russians who still resided in the 

former Soviet republics, securing, through them, a significant influence abroad. Therefore, the 

definition of national interests and Russian identity protection became two aspects of the same 

political need. Russia has thus opposed the rapprochement of the former Soviet countries with the 

euro-Atlantic community (NATO and the European Union), viewed as a cooperation detrimental to 

the interests of Moscow and considered an alien element within a geographical and political space 

of its exclusive domain. 

Years later the disintegration of the USSR, the Russian leadership has developed a new ideal 

approach for the protection of its interests, as President Vladimir Putin stressed on July 1, 2014 in 

the speech delivered at the annual conference with foreign ambassadors, international organizations 

and the highest political, economic and academic personalities of Russia. 

In that framework, Putin gave a wide definition of "Russian world" (russkyi mir ), defined as the space 

outside Russia’s boundaries where ethnic Russians and Russian speaking people of other ethnicity 

share the same culture and belong to the same people. It follows that Russia believes to be entitled 

to protect these groups by any necessary means, be it political, economic or military, by operations 

led within the international law or by self-defense. Given the historical moment in which it was 

pronounced, the discourse is, obviously, a political justification for the annexation of Crimea and for 

the support provided by Moscow to eastern Ukraine separatists. 

In the National Security Strategy of December 31, 2015, the protection of national interests became 

a driver of foreign policy, in order to create a system of stable and lasting international relations, 

founded on principles of equality, mutual respect, non-interference in states’s internal affairs, 

mutually beneficial cooperation and political resolution of regional and global crises (Article 87). 

These principles became the drivers for the cooperation within different multilateral forums such as: 

                                                           
1 The former Soviet states are: Ukraine and Belarus (Eastern Europe); Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia (Baltic states); 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan (Central Asia); Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia 
(South Caucasus). 
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BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), RIC (Russia, India, and China), Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation forum, G-20.  

With regard to the former Soviet Union, the concept of cooperation, at bilateral and multilateral level, 

has been developed through the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and also supporting 

the Republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia (de facto states within Georgia), together with the 

development of coordination among the members of different Russia-led regional organizations: 

CIS, CSTO, Eurasian Economic Union and the State Union (with Belarus) (art.88...). 

In the last twenty-five years, Russia has established new relationships within its Soviet traditional 

area of influence, creating specific multilateral cooperation instruments through the evolution of the 

previous “center-periphery” dependence into new relations among sovereign states. As Russia 

remains a “first-among-equals”, the former soviet republics joined the Russia-led regional 

organizations in order to achieve common interests, while those members who did not share the 

common project were free to withdraw. 

In the definition of "russkyi mir", however, the effectiveness of Moscow’s initiatives is linked to the 

ability to be assertive and to act as international leader, rather than only as regional leader. It follows 

that the possibility that Russia will succeed in establishing itself as a protector of the cultural Russian 

space and of Russian-speaking peoples is linked to the effectiveness and the credibility that it holds 

beyond the regional framework. 
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The Chinese order 

In order to try to understand how Beijing intends to structure its own regional order, it may be useful 

to refer to what was the Sino-centric order built by the Chinese imperial tradition. 

Around eighteen provinces inhabited historically by han, it stretched a ring of possessions: 

Manchuria up over the Amur, the inner and Outer Mongolia, Turkestan, the Zungaria until the Ili 

valley, Tibet. In addition, the Chinese Empire exerted its protectorate over Korea, Laos, Cambodia, 

Bhutan, Nepal, the Ryukyu Islands, and Vietnam. The rulers of these countries, at the time of the 

accession to the throne, received official recognition from Beijing, while the countries of Chinese 

civilization (Korea, Ryukyu, Vietnam) they adopted the Chinese calendar. Moreover, all these 

country periodically sent their tribute to Beijing. 

The function of this ring of territories is similar to that of the Roman Empire under the Julio-Claudian 

dynasty when: “There were neither border defences nor local forces to guard imperial territories 

against the low-intensity threats of petty infiltration, transborder incursion, or localized attacks. As 

we shall see, such protection was provided, but only by indirect and non-military means. By avoiding 

the burden of maintaining continuous frontier defences, that is, the dispersal of imperial forces over 

very long perimeters, the deployable military power that could be generated by the imperial forces 

was maximized. Hence, the total military power that others could perceive as being available to 

Rome for offensive use— and that could therefore be put to political advantage by diplomatic 

means— was also maximized. Thus the empire’s potential military power could be converted into 

actual political control at a high rate of exchange”. 

The Grand Strategy of this security system is rooted to the “in the traditional pattern of patron-client 

relationships in Roman municipal life. The essential transaction of these unequal relationships was 

the exchange of rewards accorded by the patron for services performed by the client. Discrete 

gradations of the inequality between empire and client were recognized, though with the continuing 

increase in Roman power a divergence often developed between the formal and the actual 

relationship. By the later stages of the process, a client king whose formal status was that of a “friend 

of the Roman people” (amicus populi Romani)— a title suggesting recognition for services rendered 

“with a lively sense of favours still to come,” but with no connotation of subservience— was generally 

no more than a vehicle of Roman control. This applied not only to foreign and security policies but 

also to dynastic and domestic matters. In fact, no clear areas of authority were left as the client ruler’s 

prerogative. The conventional characterization of the client kingdoms as “buffer states” does not 

correctly define their complex role in the system of imperial security. Only Armenia was a true buffer 

state, serving as a physical neutral zone between the greater powers of Rome and Parthia, and 

providing them with a device that would help them to avoid conflict as long as they desired to avoid 

conflict. But Armenia was sui generis, acting as a true client state only intermittently. 26 The security 

official provided by the client states amounted to much more than the passivity of a true buffer state. 

There were positive acts (including the provision of local troops to serve as auxiliaries for the Roman 

army and for purely Roman purposes), 27 but the most important function of the client states in the 

system of imperial security was not formally recognized as an officium at all. By virtue of their very 

existence, the client states absorbed the burden of providing peripheral security against border 

infiltration and other low-intensity threats, and they also provided the added geographic depth of their 

own territory to counter medium- and high-intensity threats.”. 

This description of the Roman Empire's security system is useful in explaining the Sinocentric system 

built by the Chinese Empire: a series of client states along China's borders, able to defend 

themselves and to defend the heart of Han provinces from attacks from outside.  
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In this way, the Chinese Empire did not need an expensive and continuous control of all borders. 

Today, Beijing is building that same order, destroyed by European powers with the first Opium War 

(1839-1842). However, now China does not arise at the center of a system of alliances, but of a 

system of infrastructure connecting the countries of the region to the Chinese market. 

This project is carried out by what is called the "One Belt One Road Strategy" or "Two Silk Road 

Strategy", i.e. a set of infrastructure linking China to Europe by land and sea. This not only China is 

linked to Europe, but through these infrastructures also the countries of the region only to China and 

linked to its market, thus becoming the most important growth factor for the countries of the region. 

This means that China becomes, allowing or not free access to its domestic market, the only actor 

who can decide the economic life and death Of Those countries. 

The financial instrument with which the Chinese authorities intend to build this huge infrastructure 

project is the Asian International Investments Bank, established on the initiative of Beijing in October 

2014, which was joined as founding members by France, England, Italy, Germany, Luxembourg and 

Switzerland. Not Japan or the United States, as the AIIB is an alternative to the Asian Development 

Bank (dominated by Japan) and the World Bank (dominated by the United States). 

The other tool with which Beijing is structuring its area of influence is the Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership. The initiative, launched in November 2012, aims to give life to a huge free 

trade area comprising the ASEAN countries (Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, 

Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand , Vietnam) as well as other countries with which the 

ASEAN already has free trade agreements (Australia, China, India, Japan, South Korea and New 

Zealand). 

Until last year, these projects were not considered more than an unsuccessful attempt to cope with 

the Pivot to Asia Obama, namely a strategic rebalancing of the US forces toward Asia, in order to 

counter the China's rise. 

One of the main tools of this new strategic approach was the Trans Pacific Partnership, a free trade 

agreement between the United States and some countries in the region (Australia, Brunei, Canada, 

Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, and Vietnam). The free trade 

agreement, however, excluded China. The reason is simple. 

As said before, China may block the access to its internal market To Those states that do not accept 

the Chinese political primacy in the area. In short, only those countries that accept Chinese 

hegemony will have access to its domestic market. 

Excluding China from the Trans Pacific Partnership, the United States, ensuring free access to its 

domestic market, they were offering an economic Excluding China from the Trans Pacific 

Partnership, the United States, ensuring free access to its domestic market, they were offering a 

cheaper alternative to those countries that do not accept Beijing's political blackmail. 

Trump when he leaves the TPP, he has reduced the possibilities offered by the US to countries in 

the region who wanted to escape the hegemony Chinese policy. In doing so, Tump is helping China 

in building its Sinocentric order, by which the United States will be excluded. Therefore, the new 

American president has weakened that political and economic policy of containment, that he himself 

had announced during the election campaign and which seemed to have begun criticizing the 

concept of "One-China Policy". 

The American withdrawal from TPP wanted by Trump could have very serious consequences.  

Not only because some countries in the region were already coming out of China from orbit as 

Vietnam and Myanmar, will now constructs to return in the Chinese arms, but Trump has also 

undermined the historical allies in the region. 

According to some sources, the American president would have ignored the demands of the 

Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to soften its position on the TPP.  
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Not only. Trump has accused both China and Japan to manipulate the change of their currency, in 

order to gain undue economic advantages at the expense of American companies. In light of this, it 

is possible that in the coming months to assist a rapprochement of Japan to China. 

Even the relationship between Trump and Australia are evolving in the same direction. Beyond the 

friction between the two countries on migration issues, Canberra has placed on the agenda, after 

the American withdrawal, China's entry into the TPP, which in fact they distort the meaning and 

strategic function. 

Finally, it is impressive the change of course in the Philippines. Manila until now had been one of the 

actors who had a harder approach to Beijing's claims in the South China Sea. Well, January 31 

President Duterte asked the Chinese authorities to send their naval units to patrol the international 

waters in the Sulu Sea to prevent the proliferation of terrorism in the area. 

This means that it is plausible that Beijing could take advantage of the new American isolationism 

and fill the void left by the retirement of Washington, accelerating the construction of its hegemonic 

area. Therefore, the change of course impressed by Trump to American policy in the US is 

weakening and giving away to Beijing allies. 

 

The American Order 

So Trump is weakening the Grand Strategy, as it has been drawn up after the Second World War 

and which has its roots in the analysis that American policymakers have made about the causes of 

the two world wars. The basic idea was that the United Kingdom, cornerstone of Pax Britannica, 

after the Westminster agreements, had abandoned the role of the international order guide, closing 

within a system of preferential relationships which linked it to the Commonwealth countries.  

The closure of that political, economic and military heart of that global order had by reaction given 

rise to a set of economic and commercial blocks that at some point had begun to collide with each 

other the friction of these blocks had generated the war, in the name of political nationalism and 

economic protectionism. 

Hence the need to build an international order able to break not only the economic blocs, trade, 

which then had become too political and military, but also able to create an international system in 

which disputes between states could be resolved in a peaceful way, whether they were political, 

economic, military. 

The United States has thus given birth for the first time in history, an institutionalized international 

order in which the hegemonic power shared his power to jointly manage that order. 

The main institutions of that order are the United Nations, whose task is the political management of 

the order and the maintenance of peace; the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, 

whose task is the economic and monetary dispute management; the International Trade 

Organisation, whose role should be to solve the commercial trade disputes between states.  

The agreement for the establishment of the ITO was never ratified by the US Senate. Thus, the 

commercial arm of the new American order has survived in the form of General Agreement on Tariffs 

and Trade, better known as GATT. It is only in 1994 with the Marrakesh Accords that the ITO returns 

to life in the form of the World Trade Organization, or WTO. Alongside these institutions, which are 

the cornerstones of the new world, there were a series of military agreements such as NATO, which 

is the military arm of the Atlantic Pact and SEATO, which bound the United States, anti-Soviet, the 

countries in North Asia and South East. 

This was based global order based on the idea that free trade, the market economy, producing 

widespread prosperity, are functional to the maintenance of a liberal democratic order. 

This is the reason why the United States has rushed to the reconstruction of Europe and Japan after 

their defeat in World War II and to incorporate China, liberal democratic international order. 
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This means that with this inclusive policy the United States has strengthened Europe, Japan and 

China in anti-Soviet function. But also they acted to create and preserve an international system able 

to ensure economic growth in all countries. 

 

The Russian order 

Historically, Moscow's imperial ambitions are aimed at building a security cordon, as in the case of 

China, in defence of Russian territory. A protective barrier that could somehow appease the secular 

Russian insecurities. In this regard, Kissinger writes that Russia "" Russia was permanently in the 

grip of conflating temptations and fears. Too far to the east to have experienced the Roman Empire 

(though "czars" Claimed the "Caesars" as Their political and etymological forebears), but looking to 

the Christian Orthodox Church in Constantinople rather than Rome for spiritual authority, Russia was 

close enough to Europe to share a common cultural vocabulary yet perpetually out of phase with the 

Continent's historical trends. The experience would leave Russia to uniquely "Eurasian" power, 

sprawling across two continents but never entirely at home in either. " 

In his Long Telegram, which will set the basic lines on which the United States articulated their 

foreign policy during the Cold War, Kennan also insists on the "traditional and instinctive Russian 

sense of insecurity." 

If, therefore, the basis of the way in which Moscow for centuries thought to the international 

environment, and the place Russia occupies in it, there is this sense of insecurity, it follows that one 

of the fundamental axes of the Russian foreign policy is to conquer, in moments of emptiness or 

weakness of other powers, as much space as possible. This explains the rush of the Red Army in 

Eastern Europe during the Second World War and this explains the activism of the Kremlin today in 

winning as much space as possible towards the warm seas to the south and to the west in Ukraine 

and Baltic Sea, in a time when there is a vacuum of the American presence globally. 

This attitude has not changed even during the Cold War when Moscow became the bearer of an 

ideological flag, that of communism, which had a global vocation. It is known that for Stalin the 

communist revolution had to stop where the Soviet armies came. But even in the years after Stalin, 

the Soviet activism in Latin America (emblematic in this sense, the case of Cuba), in Africa and in 

Southeast Asia (emblematic is the case of Vietnam) did not aim to create areas of influence, but only 

to put Washington in difficulty as well as ease the American pressure along the borders of the USSR. 

In this sense, it is emblematic of the Soviet attitude, the case of the installation of SS-20 missiles in 

Eastern Europe. Installing ballistic missiles that can hit only Europe and not the United States, the 

Kremlin aimed to politically separate Europe from the USA, thus forcing the Old Continent in a 

condition similar to Finnish. However, even then the goal was to create a huge buffer zone, able to 

allay the anxieties of Moscow. 

Finally, today's Russia, despite the appearance is a former great power running now towards the 

underdevelopment. The steady decline in the price of raw materials is draining the greatest source 

of wealth for the public purse. Not only that, 70% of GDP is made by state enterprises, the means 

that the market in Russia is totally anaemic. In the early twenty-first century was 30-40%. In 2015, 

gross domestic product shrank by 3.7%. In the same year the ruble has depreciated by 127%. At 

the same time, according to data provided by IHS Jane's military spending rose by 21% in 2015. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
In the light of what has been said so far, it can be said that neither China nor Russia compete for 

global leadership, or have an interest in doing so. If, as Kissinger writes that Moscow has "only 

occasionally contributed to the stability of the international order," China there has never contributed 

and its presence in the Security Council of the United Nations is due only to the US will in this sense. 
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This means that the increased aggressiveness of Russia and China on the international stage is 

actually the other face of their weakness. Russia and China are in fact two countries beset by a 

radioactive Western culture that threatens their autocratic institutional order. 

In order to understand this last point it is necessary to refer to Arnold Toynbee and his theory of 

cultural aggression. In The World and the West, published in 1953, Toynbee adopts an analogy that 

was fashionable at the dime, referring to the West as a “radioactive culture” whose contact with non-

Western societies through technology, religion, and politics “threatens to poison the life of the society 

whose body social is being penetrated”. 

According to Toynbee, the western culture puts under siege every non-western society. People react 

to these siege forming two different parties: Herodians and Zealots. 

In Civilization on Trial, Toynbee writes that “The ‘Zealot’ is the man who takes refuge from the 

unknown in the familiar; and when he joins battle with a stranger who practises superior tactics and 

employs formidable new-fangled weapons, and finds himself getting the worst of the encounter, he 

responds by practising his own traditional art of war with abnormally scrupulous exactitude. 

‘Zealotism,’ in fact, may be described as archaism evoked by foreign pressure; and its most 

conspicuous representatives in the contemporary Islamic world are ‘puritans’. 

While, “"The ‘Herodian’ is the man who acts on the principle that the most effective way to guard 

against the danger of the unknown is to master its secret; and, when he finds himself in the 

predicament of being confronted by a more highly skilled and better armed opponent, he responds 

by discarding his traditional art of war and 9 learning to fight his enemy with the enemy’s own tactics 

and own weapons. If ‘Zealotism’ is a form of archaism evoked by foreign pressure, ‘Herodianism’ is 

a form of cosmopolitanism evoked by the self-same external agency”. 

Summing up, the zealots are in favour of a total closure of the West, because they fear that, once 

allowed that just one piece of the West come within their countries will trigger a chain reaction that 

will destroy every aspect of their traditional culture, it is the case of the Khomeini's Iran or the case 

of North Korea. This is a dangerous road, however, because the countries that adopted the Herodian 

strategy often are underdeveloped and politically irrelevant. 

The Herodians on the contrary I understand the strength of Western technology and its great 

potential in economic and military terms. They therefore seek to acquire those parts of western 

culture, in order to strengthen their cultural identity to be maintained intact. 

The Herodians, however ignore something that the zealots know perfectly well, if it is allowed to only 

one element of Western culture to enter the traditional culture triggers a chain reaction that destroys 

everything. Often the final result is just what the Herodians want to avoid, The Herodians, in fact, 

believe they can control this process and believe they can capture only those elements that seem 

most useful to them. Yet it is not. No traditional culture survives impact with the West. 

Russia and China (and Turkey) have implemented Herodian policies during the twentieth century, 

thinking they can control this path and prevent produce political, institutional and cultural profound 

changes. When they realized that the transfusion process would not stop, abruptly they reversed the 

march and began to move away of the West. In this sense, it is necessary to interpret Putin's neo-

czarist drifts, the neo-imperial dreams of Xi Jinping and neo-Ottoman ambitions of Erdogan. 

If this is so, then it is possible to say that China and Russia do not want to govern the global order, 

but they just want to build around them a large enough space to defend them from the invasion of 

the West. Therefore, at the time the only global strategy remains the Great American strategy, the 

validity of which remains intact, despite the change of skin that it was imposed in the mid-eighties by 

the neoliberal paradigm that has distorted the major international institutions. The order created by 

the United States after the Second World War, therefore, is not in crisis, and the adverse reactions 

that the other great powers like Russia and China show are a confirmation of its vitality. 
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India has neither the capacity nor the ambitions to join Russia, China and the United States in the 

race for global leadership. However, it is crucial for New Delhi to understand the strategies the three 

countries are planning to reach such an ambitious goal. Deciphering Moscow, Washington and 

Beijing’s intentions is also important to decide how to move in a continuously evolving geopolitical 

playground. 

Regardless the unpredictability of Donald Trump presidency, the US continues to be considered a 

reliable ally for India. The unusual telephone contact of November 2016 between the American 

President and the Pakistani leader (during which Trump congratulated Muhammad Nawaz Sharif for 

the way he is handling his country as well as the enormous opportunities that this could offer to 

America) has made the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi upset for two reasons. First, because 

Trump had previously ignored Modi’s attempts to get in touch with him, and secondly because of the 

fear that this call would create dangerous expectations in Pakistan about a possible US involvement 

in redefining the regional strategic balance. That being said, it is a matter of fact that the mutual 

understanding between the two governments is still there. 

A few months after this minor "diplomatic incident", Narendra Modi’s passive strategy seems to have 

already borne fruit: whatever might have been his concerns about Trump’s presidency, the Indian 

leader has decided not to show any scepticism and to avoid antagonising a country that continues 

to be his only possible ally. Speaking about the economy, the United States remains the main trade 

partner for India. The trade exchange volume with the U.S. is not even remotely comparable to those 

with Russia or China, and collaboration with Washington is essential for India for investments 

(particularly in civil nuclear energy), technology know-how transfers. Russia and China are still too 

far from the U.S. standards to be considered as realistic alternatives. 

India can then rely on a very strong diaspora in the United States, which is very well connected to 

both Indian political leaders and American multinational companies. Finally, Modi seems to be 

convinced that the impetuousness and unpredictability of Trump will not last forever: regardless of 

his new protectionist approach, Washington cannot grow in a hostile international environment.  

India, in Asia, is one of the most stable, reliable and useful allies for the United States, and it will not 

be easily dismissed. Following this logic, and after Modi eventually managed, in late January, to 

engage in a very serene and constructive conversation with the new American president, the Indian 

premier has further downgraded the importance and the impact of the phone conversation between 

Trump and Sharif. 

In order to better understand Modi’s perspective, we need to understand why any sort of alliance 

between Beijing and New Delhi is becoming less and less likely. While most international observers 

seem distracted by the changes in Southeast Asia and how the Chinese assertiveness over disputed 

islands in the South China Sea risk to dragging the entire region into a military confrontation, it should 

be also emphasised that the balance of power in South Asia is in danger. China is using "its" Asian 

Infrastructure and Investment Bank (AIIB) as a pretext to create new outposts throughout Continental 

Asia, with the alleged support of the member states in the ambitious creation of a new maritime and 

overland Silk Road. Yet, in South Asia, with the exception of Pakistan, many of the nations that 

previously expressed their readiness to cooperate with Beijing to the realisation of this huge 

infrastructure project seem to have changed their mind. Popular protests have erupted recently in 

Sri Lanka and Bangladesh to condemn the excessive Chinese assertiveness in the two countries. 

Despite being labelled as a "partner" in the official maps distributed by Beijing, India has never 

confirmed its involvement in the new Silk Road. Modi has not rejected the project of Xi Jinping 

because he is afraid to contribute to the strengthening of the P.R.C. in the Region, but because 
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China has imposed its strategy without consulting or even taking into account its major strategic 

interests in the South Asian region.  

The most striking example is Pakistan: China has offered Pakistan to create a "strategic corridor" 

that, on the basis of the original design, should also cross the India-administrated Kashmir. Under 

these conditions, it is obviously impossible for New Delhi to take part in the initiative, and scepticism 

about the real ambitions of China in South Asia is growing. For now, only Islamabad is, and for 

understandable reasons, immune to this trend, and this is perhaps explaining why Trump has been 

so friendly to Nawaz Sharif. Given the rising level of animosity between India and Pakistan, the only 

nation that can succeed in rescinding the Beijing-Islamabad strategic axis is America. Narendra Modi 

is aware of it and decided to step aside as long as the behaviour of Trump, while remaining 

controversial, has not compromised Indian key interests. 

Russia has not been included in this overview. According to New Delhi, Moscow does not have the 

strength to compete with China and the United States for world hegemony. Russia remains an 

important trading partner to India, but the strategic priorities of the two countries diverge so much 

that they cannot unfold either new alliances or divisions. 
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The Asia Pacific seems to be a region of the world where there is a lack of superpowers, even if in 

the region there are some relevant countries. Indonesia and Vietnam, for example, are regional 

powers, as well as Japan, already a regional power before the  Second World War. The legacy of 

this conflict can help to expand our horizon and look beyond the geographical borders: if in the 

"heart" of the Asia Pacific there are no superpowers, some are present in the immediate 

neighborhood of the region. Two are adjacent (mainly China, less Russia), while the United States 

has some small advanced outposts (like Guam) but, at the same time, a strong political and military 

network, underpinned by treaties and military assets immediately deployed in the area. Today the 

main challenge seems to be between China and the US, with Beijing trying to rise and consolidate 

a position of supremacy that had for many centuries in the past and Washington willing to hold and 

retain its hegemony. The main area of friction is the maritime domain, a key element to understand 

the geopolitical and military dynamics of the area. Russia, in this picture, remains a present but silent 

spectator of this delicate game.  

 

China and the US: the main actors 

Even if the memories of a direct US intervention in the Asia Pacific seems far in time (Korean War, 

1950-1953 and Vietnam War, 1965-1975) the subtle challenge for hegemony in this region is still 

present, assuming the shape of a new “stand-off” between major players. The astonishing economic 

growth of China of the last years fueled its desire to increase its geopolitical weight in the 

neighborhood, acting on many levels such as economics, humanitarian cooperation, diplomacy and 

defense, especially its maritime component. To focus on the military level, the naval technologies 

(as well as cyber capabilities) can be identified as one of the "leading sectors" where China is 

increasing its investments. A close monitoring of the maritime dimension – not a priority during the 

years of tough communism – today is more than ever a key element for the economic development 

of China, which heavily relies on the maritime dimension for trade and shipping. The naval challenge, 

as widely known, is not only based on advanced technologies (the first Chinese aircraft carrier, new 

submarines, amphibious units, Anti Access/Area Denial1 capacity) but also on the control and the 

strengthening of advanced positions (for instance the islands of the South China Sea) and a general 

increase in the projection capability of maritime and amphibious units. The strengthening of the naval 

component can then be highlighted as one of the main drivers of the challenge between the US and 

China, as already suggested some years ago in a  publication of the US National Defence University, 

entitled “Chinese Navy: Expanding Capabilities, Evolving Roles”2. The United States reacts to these 

Chinese ambitions in two ways: first, increasing its local presence using a rotationary and non-

permanent deployment of units (for instance large-scale exercises with allies or periodic "rotation" of 

military assess) second, stimulating the regional allies to strengthen their role (another classic case, 

the "rearmament of Japan") or encouraging other partners to assume stronger positions on China, 

as in the case of Vietnam. The US approach has a wider range, even if the clear focus remains the 

naval dimension that in a future war scenario will be an essential domain for the main military 

operations, as clearly seen during the Second World War docet. The United States, then, unlike 

China, can count on a wide network of allies, some of them very close (like South Korea, Japan, 

Taiwan, Thailand, Philippines, Australia), and some of them already capable to operate quite 

advanced militaries and defence technologies.  

                                                 
1 http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/how-china-plans-utilize-space-a2-ad-the-pacific-17383 
2 http://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/Books/chinese-navy.pdf 
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A silent but wary Russia  

Russia seems to have a marginal role in the US – China competition, and some factors seem to 

support this reflection. Historically, from the times of Peter the Great, the main "center of gravity" of 

Russia is Europe; from a "national security" perspective, various frozen conflicts (Abkhazia, South 

Ossetia, Transnistria, clashes with Georgia), latent conflicts (Ukraine), open conflicts (Syria-Iraq-

ISIS) or insidious internal separatisms (Chechnya, Ingushetia, Dagestan) are concentrated in the 

"Western" part of the country; economically and demographically, the "heart" of Russia clearly lies 

west of the Urals. This does not exempt Russia from some strategic reflections on its Pacific side: 

the long border with China, the growing Chinese immigration, the increasing military exports in the 

Asia Pacific (the best-known case is the Kilo – class submarines exported to Vietnam in the recent 

years), the (still) open question with Japan about Kuril islands (disputed since 1945) and finally the 

"problem" of North Korea leave many open options for Russia in the area, even if there is not a 

“direct” contest with the US or China. Focusing on the maritime domain, in the recent years two new 

nuclear submarine (Yuri Dolgoruky class) have been assigned to the Russian Pacific Fleet: Moscow 

eventually follows the regional developments although, for now, has not an active role as Washington 

or Beijing.  

 

A changing political geometry?  

The future structure of Asia Pacific still looks fluid and not fully defined. There are of course some 

opposing “blocs”, although in this area of the world it seems that the bilateral relations of the various 

states are stronger than structured political-military alliances. Therefore, the main challenge in this 

region is the contest between China and the US, with Russia standing on a side.  But limiting the 

analysis only to the superpowers is wrong: under the surface of this contest, there are many potential 

candidates for regional powers, and many of them already have a strong economic growth, growing 

ambitions and expanding military budgets. The future of the region will also depend from the 

ambitions of these powers, and how they will harmonize their geopolitical ambitions with the other 

competitors and the main superpowers. Finally, the fluid contest between China and the US will 

affect the political geometry of alliances and interests in the Asia-Pacific, but currently is not 

contributing to the stabilization of the area or the solution of some open problems in the region.  
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Donald's Trump arrival to the White House aroused the interest of many analysts convinced that new 

opportunities can be opened for other world powers (China and Russia, in primis) in Latin America. 

In such sense, as "Deutche Welle" claimed interviewing the Brazilian political scientist Olivier 

Stuenkel, what appears to be one "lack of a politics specification of Trump for the region" could have 

"the consequence [of] a new increase of the Chinese influence, as it has already happened with the 

government of George W. Bush."1 The reality, however, is very composite and the relationship 

among United States, China, Russia and the Latin American countries are diversified. In first place, 

the commitment and the activism of China and Russia in this area preceded so much to the recent 

election of Trump. Secondly, the Countries of Latin America showed different propensities to draw 

near to one of these global leaders rather than to another.  

In third and last place, the inner political balance within the Latin American region is quickly changing: 

one can think that up to ten years ago Venezuela and Brazil had had a pivotal role that a today's day 

they seem to have lost. 

The beginnings of the XXI century had allowed a strong connection between China and Latin 

America. The high rates of Chinese economic growth and the necessity of supplying such a process 

with commodities pushed Peking to increase its own activism in the economies of the Latin American 

Countries. In the last years, however, the decrease of the Chinese economic engine caused a 

diminution of the Chinese appointment in the area. The perspectives for the future seem to be 

different. Last November, the Chinese President, Xi Jinping, has visited Ecuador, Peru and Chile 

signing around forty commercial agreements. It was the third visit in Latin America from when, in 

2013, Xi Jinping has assumed the presidency. After his return in Peking, a document on the 

investments that China wanted to undertake in Latin America has been diffused. The plan of action 

seemed to be eclectic. There are eight sectors on which China foresees to start the international 

agreements: politics, economy, commerce, society, culture, international cooperation, peace and 

security. The basic idea is, as Xu Shicheng (director of the institute of Latin American Studies of the 

academy of the Social Sciences in China) sustained, that to start a new horizon of international 

relationship: while before "the commercial model founded on the exports of raw materials, [...] in the 

future it will direct toward the high technology and high-value-added manufactures."2 The Chinese 

declared that the goal is become the first commercial partner for the Latin American countries in the 

next 15 years3. 

Different it is the case of Russia. For some aspects, once can find a constant increase of Russian 

commerce toward Latin America even if for dimension and for typology today it succeeds in 

competing with the United States and China. The government of Moscow, on the other side, doesn't 

stir only on commercial matters. From one side, it continues, in fact, to reinvigorate strategic alliances 

with Latin American Countries that have used the anti-Yankee rhetorical: one need only think of 

Bolivia, of Nicaragua, of Cuba and of Venezuela. From the other side, it tries to increase its own 

influence on the area.  

                                                      
1  «Con Trump, “China tendrá muchas oportunidaes en América Latina”», in Deutche Welle, 14/01/2017, [available on 

line at http://www.dw.com/es/con-trump-china-tendrá-muchas-oportunidades-en-américa-latina/a-37131388, last 
access 9/02/2017]. 

2  «China propone un nuevo modelo de relaciones con Latinoamérica y el Caribe», in Infolatam, 24/11/2016, [available 
on line at http://www.infolatam.com/2016/11/24/china-propone-nuevo-modelo-relaciones-latinoamerica-caribe/, last 
access 9/02/2017]. 

3  Currently, according to the data elaborated by the Interamerican Bank of Developement, China "is the second 
commercial partner of Latin America region, with a share of the 13,7% of the foreign commerce of the region", according 
to the data of last year. See, «China apuesta por más inversiones en América Latina», in Deutche Welle, 14/12/2016, 

[available on line at http://www.dw.com/es/china-apuesta-por-más-inversiones-en-américa-latina/a-36767980, last 
access 9/02/2017]. 

http://www.dw.com/es/con-trump-china-tendrá-muchas-oportunidades-en-américa-latina/a-37131388
http://www.infolatam.com/2016/11/24/china-propone-nuevo-modelo-relaciones-latinoamerica-caribe/
http://www.dw.com/es/china-apuesta-por-más-inversiones-en-américa-latina/a-36767980
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In September 2015, in fact, Russia and the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States 

(Celac) had signed an agreement in order to create a Permanent Mechanism of Political Dialogue 

and Cooperation with the purpose of intensifying the relationship on commercial and investment 

subjects but also of cooperation and exchange of expertise4. In this context last November Russia 

and Celac have reached an agreement on a program of formation and exchange of "experiences of 

success" in city security, counter-narcotic struggle, professional formation of the diplomatic service 

and prevention of natural disasters5. 

There is, also, the case of the United States. The impression that has been emerging for the first 

weeks of the Trump administration reveals a lack of vision of unity to coordinate the Us action toward 

Latin America. Meanwhile, some resolutions took by the New-President (one can see, for instance, 

the decision to build a wall on the Mexican border) gave new lifeblood to the anti-Us rhetoric and the 

political movements that more use it. Always following the Mexican example, in this regard, the 

surveys of the next presidential elections notice an great increase of the popular consensus toward 

the populist leader, Andrés M. Lopéz Obrador6. Contrarily, leader as Mauricio Macri in Argentina or 

Pedro P. Kuczynski in the Peru are moving in the attempt to start a constructive dialogue with the 

Donald Trump’s USA: the first one searching of a legitimation for "to act as 'reliable interlocutor' of 

the region with the rest of the world"7; the second, instead, stirs i for starting a collaboration with 

Trump to face the cases of corruption in Peru8. 

The international relationship of Latin America is arranging in consequence of a double change: the 

first one is inside the region, where the balance among various Latin American States are changing; 

the second concerns, instead, the political and economic changes in the international system.  

The opportunity that this situation grants to the Latin American leadership is, therefore, manifold.  

It is not said, then, that the Latin American Countries would and could draw advantage from it. 

 

                                                      
4  «CELAC inicia un nuevo relacionamiento con la Federación de Rusia: Se aprueba inédito Mecanismo de Diálogo 

Político y de Cooperación», in http://www.cancilleria.gob.ec/celac-inicia-un-nuevo-relacionamiento-con-la-federacion-
de-rusia-se-aprueba-inedito-mecanismo-de-dialogo-politico-y-de-cooperacion/, last access 9/02/2017. 

5  «Rusia y la CELAC, juntas por un orden mondial multipolar», in Infolatam, 14/11/2016 [available on line at 

http://www.infolatam.com/2016/11/14/rusia-y-la-celac-juntas-por-un-orden-mundial-multipolar/, last access 
9/02/2017]. 

6  D. Agren, «Lopéz Obrador, Mexico’s austere populist, sees chance in rise of Trump» in The Guardian, 13/02/2017 
[available on line at https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/feb/13/andres-manuel-lopez-obrador-mexico-donald-
trump, last access 13/02/2017]. 

7  M. Dinatale, «Evitar la confrontación con EE.UU. y alcanzar un liderazgo regional» in La Nación, 16/02/2017 [available 
on line at http://www.lanacion.com.ar/1985061-evitar-la-confrontacion-con-eeuu-y-alcanzar-un-liderazgo-regional, last 
access 16/02/2017]. 

8  «Kuczynski buscará reunirse con Trump durante viaje a EEUU», in EL Nacional, 15/02/2017 [available on line at 
http://elnacional.com.do/kuczynski-buscara-reunirse-con-trump-durante-viaje-a-eeuu/, last access 16/02/2017]. 

http://www.cancilleria.gob.ec/celac-inicia-un-nuevo-relacionamiento-con-la-federacion-de-rusia-se-aprueba-inedito-mecanismo-de-dialogo-politico-y-de-cooperacion/
http://www.cancilleria.gob.ec/celac-inicia-un-nuevo-relacionamiento-con-la-federacion-de-rusia-se-aprueba-inedito-mecanismo-de-dialogo-politico-y-de-cooperacion/
http://www.infolatam.com/2016/11/14/rusia-y-la-celac-juntas-por-un-orden-mundial-multipolar/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/feb/13/andres-manuel-lopez-obrador-mexico-donald-trump
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/feb/13/andres-manuel-lopez-obrador-mexico-donald-trump
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/1985061-evitar-la-confrontacion-con-eeuu-y-alcanzar-un-liderazgo-regional
http://elnacional.com.do/kuczynski-buscara-reunirse-con-trump-durante-viaje-a-eeuu/


European Defence Initiatives 
Claudio Catalano 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue II 79 

Russia China and the United States have three different strategies on Europe and in particular the 

European Union (EU). 

Since World War II, the United States is the main "security umbrella" for Europe. With the election 

of Donald Trump as 45th president of the United States, it is stated that these relationships may 

change, but in reality the promises and the claims made in the presidential electoral campaign must 

then face the “checks and balances” of the United States administration and the “realpolitik” of 

international relations. 

During the presidential electoral campaign, President Trump has ignored the EU, welcoming the 

British referendum on Brexit and showing sympathy for the then leader of UKIP, Nigel Farage. 

President Trump also criticized NATO, calling it "obsolete" and wondering whether it is worth invoking 

Article 5 of the Washington Treaty collective defense clause in case of a Russian aggression against 

NATO countries in Eastern Europe. 

However, the new secretary of defence, General Mattis, reaffirmed the importance of NATO and of 

United States presence for the European defence. Similarly, after taking office, President Trump has 

reformulated its claims just asking the European allies to invest more on defence. 

President Trump still considers Brexit as very positive and in the visit to Washington of Prime Minister 

Theresa May on January 27, 2017, Trump stated that "the Brexit is going to be a wonderful thing" 

for the United Kingdom, while Prime Minister May has confirmed that Mr.Trump strongly supports 

NATO, thus reaffirming the special relationship between Washington and London.1 

President Vladimir Putin, on the other hand, continues to project its influence on Eastern Europe, 

particularly on Ukraine, threatening neighboring countries such as Poland and the Baltic States, as 

well as to control the eastern Mediterranean by supporting Assad regime in Syria. 

Some analysts say that Putin's strategy in Europe would be even subtle, and that he would aim to 

elect politicians close to Russian interests in the major European countries. For example in France, 

Russia would be launching a campaign of disinformation against the socialist presidential candidate 

Emmanuel Macron, so as to support candidates François Fillon and Marie Le Pen, who are both 

more favorable to Russian interest. 

China has no territorial interests in Europe, of course, but it is pursuing "peacefully" economic 

interests by means of foreign direct investment in companies of European countries, including 

companies considered of strategic sectors, such as electricity or mobile operators in Italy. 

There was much discussion about Trump’s sympathy for Putin, but this has not yet been confirmed 

by actual facts. Showing esteem does not mean building a partnership. There are common interests 

in fighting terrorism and ISIS. President Trump has not lifted sanctions to Russia for Ukraine yet, but 

he said that these could be lifted in case Russia joins the forces in the war on terrorism and ISIS. 

After criticizing the "one China” policy, by calling the president of Taiwan, Trump said he was ready 

to cooperate with China. 

Some analysts suggest a possible strategy for Trump might be to conclude an agreement with 

Russia against China. The United States could, for example, leave a free hand to Putin on Ukraine 

and Syria, by demanding solidarity in the Asia Pacific region against Chinese influence. In addition 

to realpolitik, this strategy is suggested be the need for discontinuity with President Obama's policy 

of rapprochement with China. Some think it might instead be a revival of the "triangular diplomacy" 

in reverse.  

 

                                                 
1  Barney Henderson “Donald Trump tells Theresa May: 'Brexit is going to be a wonderful thing for your country' as two 

leaders hold hands at White House” the Daily Telegraph, 28 January 2017  
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/01/27/theresa-may-meets-donald-trump-white-house-live/  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/01/27/theresa-may-meets-donald-trump-white-house-live/
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In the early 70s, President Richard Nixon and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger worked for 

rapprochement with China against the Soviet Union, and Trump could in turn get closer to Russia 

against China.2     

An American rapprochement to Russia, however, could raise protests from Eastern European 

countries, in particular Poland, which is the most influential among them, as well as having 

traditionally a very powerful lobby in Washington. 

Finally, some observers have coined for Trump's political leadership in the United States, Putin in 

Russia, Xi Jinping in China and Erdogan in Turkey the neologisms "Trumpism", "Putinism" or better 

"nostalgic nationalism”.3 

The author is against the generalization on political leaders of very different countries, and political 

and cultural traditions and he believes that these are just oversimplifications. This is because the 

"checks and balances" of both constitutional and cultural nature do not allow to revolutionize radically 

political traditions and alliances within a few months. This at least would not happen in an established 

democracy like the United States. It could be different for Putin, Xi Jingping and Erodgan, who have 

shown to be very keen on modifying constitutional norms, as in these countries executive power 

faces just a weak legislative power. However their global strategies are derived from the national 

interests, or personal, and not an "ideal" community of interests.     

 

 

                                                 
2  Cfr.: Vladislav Inozemtsev “This is what a deal could look like between Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin” The 

Independent, 3 February 2017, http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/trump-putin-us-russia-deal-syria-ukraine-what-it-
might-look-like-a7561056.html; Nicole Gaouette “Why Trump's tweets favor Russia over China” CNN, 5 January 2017 
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/01/04/politics/donald-trump-russia-china/  Simon Tisdall “Donald Trump attempting to play 
Nixon's 'China card' in reverse” the Guardian, 12 December 2016 https://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2016/dec/12/donald-trump-us-china-relations-taiwan-nixon;   

3  Gideon Rachman “Trump, Putin, Xi and the rise of nostalgic nationalism” the Financial Times, 2 January 2017 
http://www.ft.com%2Fcontent%2F198efe76-ce8b-11e6-b8ce-
b9c03770f8b1&usg=AFQjCNGearxyOiZQod7yNKw5CVslVdtGUQ ; Akhilesh Pillalamarri “Trump, Putin, Xi, and the 
Return of Kingship” The Diplomat, 19 January 2017 http://thediplomat.com/2017/01/trump-putin-xi-and-the-return-of-
kingship/   

http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/trump-putin-us-russia-deal-syria-ukraine-what-it-might-look-like-a7561056.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/trump-putin-us-russia-deal-syria-ukraine-what-it-might-look-like-a7561056.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/01/04/politics/donald-trump-russia-china/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/12/donald-trump-us-china-relations-taiwan-nixon
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/12/donald-trump-us-china-relations-taiwan-nixon
http://thediplomat.com/2017/01/trump-putin-xi-and-the-return-of-kingship/
http://thediplomat.com/2017/01/trump-putin-xi-and-the-return-of-kingship/
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Since the end of the Second World War, and with even more success since the end of the Cold War, 

the United States has embarked on a vast order building effort on matters as such international 

trade, arms control, alliances, and multilateral institutions for the reason of managing the competition 

amongst great powers and to draw countries into their own orbit. In this way, the United States has 

facilitates the reinforcement of rules and norms that weaken the legitimacy of many attempts for 

establishing regional domination and territorial grabs, in other words has delegitimized the old 

fashion system of spheres of influence. In addition, such a strategy granted to the United States the 

political principles to confront any great power revisionists. 

The United States world leadership is built on democracy, multilateralism, partnerships, and 

alliances. Such a leadership has won nowadays struggles over the world order. The concept of 

hegemony according to which whatever great power will be in charge of the Eurasia’s heartland 

would be in charge of the world itself is an old one. At the same time, the idea that from corner to 

corner of the Eurasian continent, the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China are 

gradually, but persistently, setting up their respective spheres of influence to confront U.S. interests 

and taking over the entire globe is deceiving. 

Such a scenario overlooks a deeper truth. When it comes to ideas, politics, technology, and 

demographics the United States still enjoy a critical lead over both the Russian Federation and the 

People’s Republic of China. Even though the United States will one day fall from the hegemonic 

position held just after the Cold War, its soft and hard power are still beyond compare. The United 

States prosperity and scientific advancement stays off reach of the Russian Federation and the 

People’s Republic of China.  Now strengthened by huge new gas resources, the U.S. economy 

allows for the amendment of trustworthy security obligations. 

As a result, the United States lies at the heart of a structure of alliances that, from one hand, supplies 

a worldwide platform for the projection of power, from the other allows for the sharing of the costs 

inherent the providing of international security. For today and for the foreseeable future, the military 

capacities combined under the leadership of the United States overshadow whatever thing the 

Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China might create for generations to come. 

The nuclear weapons, which the United States, the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic 

of China all have, assist the United States world leadership in a couple of ways. To the merit of 

mutual assured destruction logic, nuclear weapons drastically lower the chances of a war between 

great powers. In the past, systemic wars have granted possibilities to raising powers to establish 

their own international leadership. The logic of mutual assured destruction has stolen the Russian 

Federation and the People’s Republic of China of this chance. In addition, the logic of mutual assured 

destruction weapons has made the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China safer, 

providing the guarantee that the United States will by no means enter in their territories by force. 

Nuclear weapons reducing the likelihood of frantic moves driven by insecurity, are sustaining the 

international order like nothing ever before. 

Given its proximity, many Asian countries perceive in the People’s Republic of China an increasing 

threat, much stronger than the threat posed to them by the Russian Federation or by the United 

States. The most important European countries believe manageable the difficulties in their relations 

with the Russian Federation, and they are worried less of its power and more of its weakness. 

Excluding for the United States, every major country is located in a region where swing in power 

regularly driven to some kind of counter balance process. The People’s Republic of China is now 

experiencing this process, as neighboring countries counter to its ascend by strengthen their 

international agreements and improving their military systems.  
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Nothing new, under this point of view, for a Russian Federation that is facing this process in Ukraine. 

In recent times, Ukraine has come closer to the European Union and has increased its defense 

budget. 

The liberal ideals pushed by the United States enjoy almost worldwide appeal, because they are 

fitting well with the forces social development and economic growth. The Russian Federation and 

the People’s Republic of China have nothing equivalent to the U.S. soft power. Even if the 

congruence between the modernity and the U.S. liberal principles has recently gone somewhat 

astray, it hardly means that the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China have took 

over the United States as the leader of Globalization. 

Social inequality, slow economic expansion, and political instability are affecting many liberal 

democracies. However, the broaden of liberal democracy all the way through the world has 

considerably made stronger the United States’ international stance and strengthen the encirclement 

of the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of China. The spread of liberal democracies 

has put both these powers on the defensive. The political developments and the economic growth 

in Ukraine are inevitably going westward. The People’s Republic of China confronts a parallel 

quandary in the Republic of China. The Chinese authorities honestly believe that the Republic of 

China is a piece of their own nation, but the Taiwanese authorities do not share the same views.  

The People’s Republic of China, as well as the Russian Federation, desires some degree of control 

over its neighborhood. However, the spread of democracy has made of the old fashioned dominance 

the only technique to accomplish such desire, and has made that choice very pricey and ultimately 

self-defeating. The People’s Republic of China has engaged on an important arms buildup and has 

made belligerent declarations over maritime rights. The Russian Federation has a vision of regaining 

its supremacy in its near abroad. Both these two powers are far from enthusiastic about the U.S. 

leadership and, when possible, do what they can to stand against. But the People’s Republic of 

China and the Russian Federation are far from being true revisionists. 

The People’s Republic of China is an authentic rising economy, but is not doing much to bring down 

the present security system in the Western Pacific. The foreign assertiveness of the Russian 

Federation is more a symptom of his marginalization than the challenge of a rising hegemonic power. 

The Russian Federation and the People's Republic of China seem interested only in improving their 

position in the international system led by the United States, but do not seem interested in breaking 

down that system. As distrustful of the outside world as they are of each other, they have no interest, 

not to mention the ideas, the capacities, and the allies, to guide them to turn over the international 

institutions and rules. 

Even though they dislike the United States standing at the top of the world system, they cling on the 

core logic of that structure, because it grants them a solid access to investment, trade, and 

technology from other countries. The modern day international law system, give them instruments 

to defend their interests and their sovereignty. In other words, both Russian Federation and the 

People’s Republic of China have become deeply integrated into the international order founded and 

guided by the United States. 

From an historical perspective, all these three powers: the Russian Federation, the People’s 

Republic of China, and the United States, are in a way or in another some declining power with a 

greater past. What really matters is the speed of that declining. The United States declining is far 

from being relatively fast. The eventual descent into oblivion, though not necessarily physical, if it 

will happen, it will not happen before the end of the Century. In the meantime, historical analogues 

strongly suggest that all these three powers will avoid direct clashes, conflict in borderlands and 

other contested peripheral areas will be continuous, and that the relations between each one of them 

and their neighbors and allies will consume most of their efforts and attention. 
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Acronyms list 

 

Brexit: British Exit from the European Union  

EU: European Union 

NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organisation  

R&D: Research and Development 

TEU: Treaty on the European Union 
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