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► The first half of 2017 proved to be a much less "interesting" period of time than it was by and 

large foreseen on its eve. The elements of political continuity have proved to be prevalent on the 

forces of change. All major political processes have not undergone sensible alterations, despite 

President Trump's arrival at the White House, and the abrupt braking that has slowed the growth of 

new economic powers such as Brazil. 

At this point, the elements of uncertainty in the transatlantic arena are little more than marginal. 

Among these, the main concern, maybe the only one is the still uncertain evolution of the new U.S. 

administration. If, as it seems, interventions aimed at the implementation of a very controversial 

internal political agenda will keep be slowing, or freezing, by the parallel action of the judiciary and 

the legislative power, President Trump’s protectionist instincts could very quickly gain a new 

preeminence affecting badly relations with countries such as the People's Republic of China and 

Mexico. On the other hand, any other form of intervention instrumentally aimed at the consolidation 

of its own electoral base, as a military operation against North Korea, while possible seems quite 

unlikely for many different reasons. One of these reasons is the great ability with which the 

Chinese president Xi Jinping has so far managed relations with the new U.S. administration. in the 

coming months the United States most likely will continue to focus its foreign policy efforts on the 

Middle East, and more specifically on Iran, in a strategy aimed at the reach of a set of objectives 

never been easy to achieve and, if possible, even more difficult to achieve now, at a time in which 

a slow but steady increase in the level of regional instability seems increasingly probable, also 

because of the low cost of oil. 

 

Six months after Trump's inauguration 

 

Although strong are the uncertainties concerning the outcomes of the upcoming election rounds in 

Austria and Italy, the pessimism on the future of the European Union, typical of last year, seems 

only a memory. This new optimism is due to a small set of circumstances such as the so far un-

painful impact of last year's British referendum and the relatively moderate outlook of the French 

election in the Netherlands. In addition, the until now favorable trend produced by the interaction 

between high commodity prices and low prices of energy sources, all together with the positive 

interaction between the International Monetary Fund forecasts and the Federal Reserve's decision 

to increase interest rates, seem to confirm the end of that great economic crisis that has plagued 

the Euro-Atlantic community for more than a five-year period. 

Nonetheless, concerns about the direction that may take some particular political processes are 

strong and widespread, beginning with the outcome of U.S. domestic political affairs. From this 

point of view, it is necessary to point out that the impeachment of the president of the United 

States, of which so much is lately spoken, rather than a judicial act constitutes a real hard political 

decision. In other words, regardless of the type of crime allegedly committed by the president, at 

least half of the members of the House of Representatives and two-thirds of Senate members 

should strike a favorable decision to engage the Congress in an impeachment procedure. At least 

for the moment, nothing suggests that a sufficient number of Republicans are available to vote in 

this regard, both in the House and in the Senate. That is it all but surprising, since President Trump 

is right now the most powerful man in the United States, although this may not be likable to a large 

part of Republicans. In addition, President Trump still enjoys a very high rating among those who 

voted for it. However, this does not mean that the difficulties faced by the dismissal of the 

incumbent president are insurmountable.  
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Ignoring the eventuality of allegedly more serious illicit crimes committed by the men of the Trump 

administration, which would exteriorly deteriorate the president stand, the political climate of the 

coming months will be primarily determined by the strategy by which Republicans will look at the 

mid-term elections scheduled for the autumn of 2018. Soon, many Republican governors, 

congressmen and congresswomen, in the run for an office or for the renewal of their mandate, will 

have to decide whether they need or not President Trump's support for their electoral campaigns. 

 

President Trump's impeachment? 

Lately, the appointment of Mueller as special advisor to examine possible links between the men 

involved in President Trump's electoral campaign and the Russian Federation, in a sense, helps 

this administration. There is no doubt that such an investigation will last for a long time, for many 

months probably for years, giving this way a good alibi just for doing nothing to anyone who, for 

one reason or another, would ever be involved in the launch of an impeachment procedure. That 

said, the issue of alleged Russian interference in the last year U.S. elections continues to show a 

quite remarkable ability to evolve, and to evolve fast, in unforeseen shapes and directions. 

Consequently, while unlikely, at the same time it is not possible to exclude the possibility that, if 

something else happens, the Republicans would be tempted to launch the impeachment process 

with the aim of replacing the president in office with Vice President Pence, or, as foreseen by 

Constitution if also the vice president is involved in the impeachment, with the head of the majority 

of the House, Republican Ryan. However, while it is true that the Mueller's investigation is buying 

time to the advantage of the Trump administration, it is also true that it may still cost to the White 

House plenty of precious energy and political capital. Even before the appointment of Special 

Adviser Mueller, the administration failed to demonstrate that it had sufficient resources to pursue 

and implement its ambitious legislative agenda. As a matter of fact, the Trump administration does 

not have a lot of political capital to waste. The removal of the head of the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation, Comey, and the budget proposals submitted so far, have hindered President 

Trump's ability to obtain consensus not only from the Democratic minority but also from the 

republican majority at the Congress. 

With both the healthcare reform and the tax reform locked in the Congress, it seems likely that 

political activity will enter the summer break without Trump's administration succeeding in leaving 

the mark. How little this will please the electors who have opened to President Trump the doors of 

the White House can easily be imagined. Most likely, the absence of results for this first semester 

(though usual) will have the effect of increasing pressure on a Congress that will be faced with 

issues of ever not easy solution, such as the budget law and the management of the public debt, 

making it very difficult for the short term approval of the measures necessary to launch that fiscal 

stimulus proposed by the Trump administration already several times. In other words, the general 

feeling derived from these first months of the Trump administration is that its social and economic 

order, and therefore the related agenda, is stalled and probably will stay so for most of his 

administration. The only obvious domestic success was the nomination of Justice Gorsuch to the 

Supreme Court, which, though very important, compared to the campaign promises, is still 

something relatively small. In any case, the premature end of the Trump administration seems 

really something very unlikely. The crucial point of all this issue regarding the hypothetical removal 

from office of President Trump can be summed up in the need of a qualified parliamentary majority 

to initiate the Impeachment procedure. At the present time, and for the foreseeable future, such 

convergence between the two parties is very far from the horizon.  

As long as the House is in the hands of the Republicans, the Democrats have no reason to push to 

the end their attacks against President Trump because the latter's stay at the White House is 

opportunistically preferable to the arrival of other members of the republican party, much less 
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vulnerable and much more congenial with the establishment of that party, as Vice President Pence 

or the Speaker of the House Ryan. Obviously, 2018 electoral season could change the terms of 

this equation, but cannot substantially alter them, even if the Democrats succeed in the unlikely 

attempt to regain the majority of the House. A Democrats' victory at the House seems very 

improbable. Neither a Senate victory seems probable, even if the Republicans' advantage is in this 

case minimal. However, if the Democrats are to perceive the Congress as something at their 

disposal, they might push for President Trump's impeachment in the hope of replacing him with a 

Democrat, the new Speaker of the House. Obviously, in such a scenario, Republicans would have 

no better choice than to opportunistically defend President Trump by opposing his impeachment 

and making it impossible the needed qualified majority. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Despite all the conflicts affecting his administration, President Trump has pursued his economic 

agenda in a relative silence. His first move was to withdraw the United States from that Trans 

Pacific Partnership negotiation that now Japan and New Zealand are trying to keep alive without 

the United States. Having thorough all his campaign announced that his administration would be 

considering the possibility of going beyond the provisions of the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

President Trump second important move was to ask to his new trade secretary Ross, a man 

famous for not being a supporter of free trade, to release a full review of all U.S. trade agreements, 

including WTO membership. President Trump then went forward in the reviewing of the issue of 

steel imports from the People's Republic of China, many of which were considered as a possible 

basis for future unilateral U.S. action, like the redraw from the WTO. Having succeeded in ratifying 

the appointment in the position of Trade Representative of another strong economic nationalist, 

Lighthizer, President Trump announced to the Congress his intention to renegotiate the North 

American Free Trade Agreement, albeit only in much more general terms than expected. 

Apparently, that decision seems to be a step backwards from its electoral engagement to 

denounce this agreement. However, history teaches that renegotiation of a treaty is always 

something of difficult and often of disordered implementation. Under this point of view, there is no 

reason to believe that the treaty with Canada and with Mexico dating back to the Bush the elder 

administration will be an exception. All this happen in a moment in which the perceptible scaling 

down of President Trump's objectives is largely due from one side to the action of the national 

agricultural lobby and to the other side to the constantly increasing pressure exerted in the 

opposite direction not only by its supporters but also from the environmental lobby. 

Notwithstanding the protests made by many Republicans in the Congress, nothing seems to 

indicate that President Trump would ever really reconsider his position on international trade. In 

addition, his leader of the strategy, the economic nationalist Bannon, assisted by another strong 

economic nationalist, the Director of the White House National Trade Council Navarro, is always 

ready to remind the president the reasons of his electoral success. Especially if Trump's legislative 

agenda remains unrealized, it is very likely that his protectionist instincts will again prevail with 

trade with Mexico as its first target. 

By setting aside the Impeachment, the most common concerns regarding the Trump administration 

is the possible evolutions of the now more than ever weary North Korean question. Although the 

use of military choice cannot be ruled out, in the short run the adoption of new sanctions and, 

possibly, the launch of a new diplomatic engagement, is much likely than anything else. 

Nonetheless, it does not seem realistic to conceive of the possibility of an agreement leading to the 

definitive North Korean surrender of its nuclear ambitions even if no U.S. administration has ever 

been willing to accept the possibility that North Korea may directly threaten the United States 

territory with a nuclear weapon. 
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Unless misunderstandings and sudden calculation errors of either party, the military option seems 

far away in time but far from impossible. If the possibility of a North Korea's abandonment of its 

nuclear program is almost non-existent, the same applies to Chinese ambitions to the South China 

Sea. The current, relatively bland attitude of the People's Republic of China on its own sphere of 

influence is coherent with the vision presented by President Xi Jinping in Davos last January. 

However, after the forthcoming congress of the Chinese Communist Party, nothing suggests that, 

the People's Republic of China will remain at such low profile when facing the U.S. Navy led 

military maneuvers near their semi artificial islands. Much can change and can change fast in the 

bilateral relations between the two major powers of the Pacific Ocean, especially if President 

Trump, in response to his internal difficulties, would seriously decide to pursue most of his electoral 

commitments regarding trade with the People's Republic of China. 

President Trump's first international visit offered little clarity about what his Middle Eastern policy is 

and will be. In particular, he confirmed its intention to forge an alliance between Israel and the 

Sunni Arab states to the aim of strategically balancing Iran and favoring a new agreement between 

Israelis and Palestinians. President Trump's focus on Iran is not surprising given the choice of 

General Mattis as Secretary of Defense, General McMaster as National Security Adviser, both 

famous for being in favor of an Iranian regime change, and given the ties of his son in law Kushner 

with the Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu. In prospect, any new attempts by the United States to 

isolate Iran seem far from any easy success. In spite of the renewed support provided by the 

Trump administration, there is no reason to believe that Saudi Arabia and its old and new allies will 

be more effective in the future than it has been so far in containing Iranian regional influence.  

That said, a direct military action, of the United States or of Israel, against Iran holds a very low 

probability, even in the event of the collapse of the nuclear treaty. However, the risk of some 

misunderstandings, in the Straits of Hormuz, is way higher than in the Korean peninsula. In such a 

case, an escalation might end up involving several protagonists of what remains an always quite 

complex region. 
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DIDP and Franco-German declaration 

 

On 7 June 2017, the European Commission launched the European Defence Fund, which had been 

already included in the "European Defense Action Plan" (EDAP) 1 of 30 November 2016 and adopted 

by the December 2016 European Council. 

The Fund is made up of two distinct but complementary sections covering the whole life-cycle of 

industrial development, from research to product launch, that is to say a “Research” section and a 

“capability” section. The Fund shall coordinate, integrate and boost national investments in defence 

research in prototype development and in the acquisition of defence technology and equipment. 

On the same day, Parliament and the Council presented a proposal for a "Defence Industrial 

Development Plan” (DIDP).2 The plan should cover a two-year period, from 1 January 2019 to 31 

December 2020, and the total amount for the plan implementation should be determined for the 

same period. 

The Fund and the DIDP are complementary to two other European defence initiatives such as the 

"Implementation Plan" adopted on 14 November by the Foreign Affairs Council and also adopted by 

the December 2016 European Council and the EU-NATO Joint Declaration signed by the President 

of the European Council, the President of the Commission and by the Secretary General of NATO. 

The Implementation plan defined a new degree of ambition for the Union and identified a series of 

actions aimed at its implementation. 

In addition to institutional initiatives, France and Germany, in their bilateral summit of 13 July, 

announced the intention to propose a "Permanent Structured Cooperation" under the Lisbon Treaty, 

by identifying concrete armaments projects between the two countries that could be extended to 

other Member States in order to assume a "European dimension" and to benefit exclusively from the 

new Fund. 

            

European Funds  

European Defence Funds proposals had already been formalized through the Preparatory Action for 

defence research. The Preparatory Action was initially proposed in the 2003 Defence 

Communication, and thus quoted in the European Council in December 2013. On 28 September 

2016, the European Parliament formally approved the Funds for the first year: 25 million euros.  

The Preparatory Action should last three years from 2017 to 2019 and will cover 100% of the cost of 

R&D projects for defence in "non-lethal" sectors. The Preparatory Action is the preliminary action for 

a fully structured European Defence Research Programme totaling over 3.5 billion euros in the 2021-

2027 timeframe. 

As is well known, these European funds have been included in the EDAP and allocated in June 

2017. 

The European Defence Fund includes two "windows" for "Research" and "Capability": 

The Research window has already started in 2017 for collaborative research into innovative defence 

technologies and products financed by the EU budget in priority areas previously agreed by Member 

States such as: electronics, metamaterials, encrypted software or robotics.  

  

                                                 
1  Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the European Economic and 

Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions - European Defence Action Plan COM (2016) 950   
2  Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing the European Defence Industrial 

Development Programme aiming at supporting the competitiveness and innovative capacity of the EU defence industry 
COM/2017/0294 final 
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There has already been a call for unmanned systems in the naval environment and systems for 

soldiers. 

The expected funding is: 

 25 million euros earmarked for 2017 with 90 million euros appropriated until the end of 2019.  

The signing of the first grant agreements is scheduled for the end of the year. 

 500 million euros per year after 2020. 

In 2018, the Commission will propose a specific EU defence research programme with an estimated 

annual budget of 500 million Euros, which will make the EU one of the largest investor in defence 

research. 

The "capability" window supports Joint development and acquisition of technologies and defence 

materials through co-financing under the EU budget, consisting of € 500 million in total for 2019 and 

2020 under the DIDP framework. 

After 2020, a programme funding 1 billion euros per year shall be prepared. According to the 

Commission, the programme shall stimulate national funding with an expected multiplier effect of 5 

and could therefore generate total investment in the development of defense capabilities of 5 billion 

euros a year after 2020. 

 

DIDP 

The draft regulation proposes measures concerning the defence industry of the Union and finds its 

legal basis in Article 173 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) with a view 

to improving competitiveness and innovative approach to the EU defence industry, supporting 

capabilities development programmes that would increase the exploitation of industrial innovation 

potential and technological development through business cooperation across the Member States. 

Beneficiaries will be companies established in the Union. The programme is set up for the period 

from 1 January 2019 to 31 December 2020. 

An important innovation is the abandonment of the term “European Defence Industrial Base” 

(EDTIB), favoring the term defence industry of the Union, with a clear intention to eliminate the 

eligibility to the Find for companies based in the Union but with non-European capital, or with less 

than 50% of European shareholding. 

According to art.7 of the draft proposal for DIDP are eligible for financing:  

Secondo l’articolo 7 della proposta di regolamento DIDP i soggetti ammissibili ai finanziamenti sono: 

1. … undertakings established in the Union, in which Member States and/or nationals of 

Member States own more than 50% of the undertaking and, effectively control it within the 

meaning of Article 6(3), whether directly or indirectly through one or more intermediate 

undertakings. In addition, all infrastructure, facilities, assets and resources used by the 

participants, including subcontractors and other third parties, in actions funded under the 

Programme shall not be located on the territory of non-Member States during the entire 

duration of the action. 

According to art.6 paragraph 3, “effective control” means: 

“a relationship constituted by rights, contracts or any other means which, either separately 

or jointly and having regard to the considerations of fact or law involved, confer the 

possibility of directly or indirectly exercising a decisive influence on an undertaking, in 

particular by: 

a) the right to use all or part of the assets of an undertaking;  

b) rights or contracts which confer a decisive influence on the composition, voting or 

decisions of the bodies of an undertaking or otherwise confer a decisive influence on the 

running of the business of the undertaking.” 

 



DIDP and Franco-German declaration 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017– Year XIX issue III 14 

This excludes, for example, American companies with subsidiaries in the territory of the Union that 

are an integral part of EDTIB. 

In addition, EU defence industry firms can benefit from 10-percentage points increase in funding if 

the action is developed in the context of a Permanent structured cooperation (Art. 11 par. 2). 

In any case, some of the funding should be devoted to actions enabling cross-border participation of 

Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs). 

The DIDP provides financial assistance for the actions proposed by the companies for a maximum 

total of 500 million euros for the entire programme. The funding envisaged under the programme 

would take the form of subsidies and financial instruments or would be granted via public 

procurement. 

According to Article 6 of the DIDP Regulation, the actions eligible for financing DIDP are the design, 

definition of common technical specifications, prototyping, testing, qualification and certification of 

defence products, tangible or intangible components and technologies. Support can also be provided 

for studies, feasibility studies and other support activities. 

The programme provides support for actions in the development phase, covering both new products 

and technologies and the modernization of existing products and technologies. 

Under Article 6, the action should be undertaken by at least three cooperating companies, 

established in at least two Member States. 

According to art.11 of the DIDP Regulation, the proposed funding rate is limited to 20% of the total 

cost of the action and the remainder must be provided by the Member States through national 

contributions. Funded projects must contribute to capability-based priorities either through 

agreements between Member States, the EDA's capability development plan (CDP) or within 

regional and international cooperation, such as NATO. 

The Commission will be responsible for the implementation and the programme management 

structure, but may entrust part of its implementation to another body, in accordance with the 

provisions of the Financial Regulation. 

 

Franco-German summit 

In the traditional Franco-German biennial inter-ministerial summit held in Paris on 13 July 2017 with 

Chancellor Merkel and President Macron and the relevant ministers, a number of bilateral 

cooperation projects were presented including: a high tech industry plan (worth around 8 billion 

euros) for micro and nano-electronics, information technology and biotechnology. In addition, 

discussions on fiscal convergence have taken place, and future Franco-German initiatives on the 

Eurozone and the European Union have been announced by the end of the year, including the 

preparation of a European budget, the designation of a European finance minister or the idea of 

extending the functions of the EMS (European Stability Mechanism). 

The summit also made decisions on defence and security included in the final statement of the 

summit, which presents two innovations if compared to previous statements by the Franco-German 

top leaders or documents of European bilateral defence summits: 

1. At the level of armaments co-operation policy, France and Germany are promoting a European 

defence, but the statement emphasizes that "NATO continues to be the cornerstone of collective 

defense for its members", drawing on the concept expressed in the White Paper on Defense and 

Security German version of 2016. In any case, this sentence is just a statement of intention.  

The big news is that the role of NATO in this case is also accepted by the French. In fact, President 

Macron, as was Sarkozy, seems to have a more Atlantic’s approach than the French tradition of 

a European defence autonomous from NATO, an approach also demonstrated by President 

Trump's visit on July 14, the day following the Franco-German summit. 
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2. Compared to previous communications of European defence summits, where broader reference 

is made to the cooperation of the armed forces and the international missions in progress, this 

press release concentrates on industrial cooperation, and then gives only a quick view to 

cooperation: citing the G5 Sahel, the deployment of French troops to Lithuania in the NATO 

mission, and the creation of a common transport aircraft fleet based on Lockheeed Martin C-130J 

in accordance with the LoI signed on October 4, 2016. In addition, at the bottom of the document 

are the usual declarations Technical-operational cooperation in security, including the fight 

against terrorism. 

France and Germany opt for a "Permanent Structured Cooperation" under the Treaty of Lisbon and 

welcome the launch of European Defence Funds and the proposed DIDP regulation. It is clear that 

the " Permanent Structured Cooperation " is necessary to be able to benefit from the new European 

funds with the 10% increase provided for in art.11 of the DIDP as well as tend to exclude other 

projects from Member States from these funds, eliminating competition because it would be too 

expensive for the national development of these complex programs by competitors. 

Concrete projects, namely the first bilateral armaments cooperation projects, have been identified to 

contribute to the allocation of the first rounds of the European Defence Fund and the future DIDP 

and will be needed for annual review of European Defence Coordination (CARD ). For this reason, 

France and Germany will work closely with Council and Parliament to define the DIDP, so that the 

results will be aimed towards their goals. 

The concrete projects identified show the military capabilities programmes, which the two countries 

would like to bring to European level to benefit from new European funding: 

- Combat aircraft: Is the most important program, France and Germany intend to develop a 

European fighter plane under their direction by defining a roadmap by mid-2018. The fighter 

aircraft will have to replace the Dassault Rafale and Tornado and Probably the Eurofighter 

Typhoon with horizon 2035-2040 

- Eurodrone: This is the European MALE programme known as Euro MALE 2020-25, which 

includes France, Germany, Italy and Spain and it has been already mentioned in the European 

Council conclusions of December 2013 as one of the priority European capability projects 

identified by EDA. Germany has decided to develop a two-engine propulsion structure to meet 

the national airworthiness requirements and will guide the Eurodrone project, but must ensure 

compliance with the military requirements required by participating countries. Germany has 

several caveats on military UAVs missions and above all a quasi-veto in the use of armed UAVs. 

Eurodrone will have to respect European sovereignty in the chain of command missions. The goal 

is to conclude a global contract by 2019. 

- Maritime patrol aircraft: Its roadmap will be set up in 2018 for the replacement of the German 

Lockheed Martin P-3C Orion and the French Dassault Atlantique 2 (ATL 2) with a common aircraft 

with a 2030-35 horizon.    

- Helicopter: an upgrade of Airbus Tiger attack helicopter, along with the development of a tactical 

air-ground missile. 

- New generation of Land systems: includes two programmes such as: 

1. Identification of the military requirements of a main battle tank replacing French Leclerc and 

German Leopard 2, which main coincide with Kant's Leopard III programme; 

2.  an indirect Franco-German system whose participation will be extended to other Member 

States in order to create a Permanent Structured Cooperation and exploit European funds. 

After the first phase of study, the roadmap will be established by mid 2018. 

-  Space: a project to provide satellite images to the European External Action Service (EEAS) 

through the SARah / CSO system already envisaged by MUSIS with other Member States - as 

already stated in the Franco-German Declaration of September 2016 - and Cooperate in the field 
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of military satellite surveillance. In addition, a higher level of security for the Galileo program is 

required for a European strategic autonomy. 

 Information Technology cooperation: Establishing a cooperation between France and 

Germany between their cyber defence commands with exchange of officers - Germany is setting 

up KdoCIR with 13,200 people - in addition to the joint development of cyber weapons, and 

algorithms for secure digital military communications networks (Software Defined Networks: 

SDN). In this regard, Germany will join the OCCAR ESSOR programme for the development of a 

secure, interoperable digital military portable radio. 

- Innovation: convergence is expected in military research and development projects in order to 

avoid competition in finding new European military research funds. A road map will be prepared 

on dual-use civil and military computer technology, including artificial intelligence, robotics and 

quantum computing. 

The programmes have a tight roadmap, which sets targets for 2018. For this reason, the French and 

German defence ministers will meet again in October and December 2017 to evaluate progress or 

review the roadmap for concrete projects. In any case, for the next initiatives, we shall wait for the 

German political elections in October 2017 and a new parliamentary mandate for the future German 

Chancellor. 

The "elephant in the room" is of course the United Kingdom and the Franco-German statement 

especially in the case of future fighter, so far, Germany has collaborated with Italy and the United 

Kingdom first in the Tornado then for Eurofighter Typhoon programmes. For sure, after Brexit a new 

Franco-German duopoly in European defence thinks to "do it for itself" and no longer need the British 

in the development of complex armaments. 
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EU Balkan summit in Trieste. A new start 15 years after Thessaloniki 

in a complex geopolitical context 

 

On July 12, 2017 in Trieste - fifteen years after the EU / Balkan summit in Thessaloniki where the 

entrance into European Union was promised to Balkan countries - the Heads of Government, the 

Foreign Ministers and the Ministers of the Economy and Transport of the 6 Western Balkan Countries 

(Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro 

and Serbia) met with their counterparts from Italy, Austria, Croatia, France, Germany, Slovenia and 

Great Britain. The event is part of the so-called Berlin Process, a diplomatic initiative launched 

unilaterally by Germany in 2014 (Berlin summit of 28 August 2014) at the height of the migration 

crisis, that is becoming more multilateral.   

The multilateralization and upgrade of this process is a clear sign of the common fears over the 

renewed tensions that have occurred in the Balkans in the last years and an evidence of the failure 

of the UE to solve the regional crisis with its ordinary instruments (pre accession instrument and 

enlargement process). One of the main difficulties that the UE appeared to have overlooked is the 

new nationalist wave that has characterised almost every regional post-communism government 

and the strong attitude to refuse external influences. The weak statehood of the post-communism 

states of the region and the slow pace of EU integration has favoured the rise of a nationalistic 

agenda and a scepticism toward the EU approach of demanding the sovereignty for joining the 

European political space. This has produced a remarkable amount of distrust between Bruxelles and 

the candidate countries of the Western Balkans.  

Until now, the instrument of enlargement and neighbourhood policy represented the main European 

power of attraction for the countries of Western Balkans, but now it seems more and more a worn-

out tool. The drivers for forcing the different peoples of the region to cooperate together after a 

process of disintegration appears to be less and less attractive. This is not only the result of a 

decrease in the European soft power but also an increase of the centrifugal actions of Turkey and 

Russia. This is evident in the difficult internal situation of Bosnia Herzegovina and in the emerging 

irredentism of Kosovo. Russia and Turkey don’t have an agenda to destabilise the Balkans, but their 

geopolitical posture will progressively fill up the vacuum left by Europe and United States. In this 

context, what is clear, however, is that the medium – long term interests of Ankara and Moscow for 

the Balkans are divergent from those of the European Union (especially after the Ukrainian crisis 

with Russia and after the crisis post failed coup in Turkey). The more the geopolitical agendas of 

Turkey and Russia will advance in the region, the more the risk that the enlargement of the European 

Union to the Western Balkans will clash with the regional interest of Ankara and Moscow, eventually 

leading to a geopolitical stalemate. This means that the enlargement is a never ending process, but 

a function of a specific geopolitical momentum and of a specific strength of the European Union 

project. And this historic window is, in our opinion, going to be partially closed, leaving a manoeuvring 

room to other geopolitical options. Therefore, the recent rediscovery of the necessity to keep high 

the EU geopolitical initiative in the Western Balkans is a needed and positive development. What is 

probably missing, is to update the EU enlargement narrative to the new geopolitical regional 

situation, taking into account the more complex equilibrium now governing the political mechanism 

of the Balkans and the broader area.  

The geopolitical context behind of the Summit of Trieste on the Balkans summit has changed 

relevantly and is becoming a challenging one for European decision makers. It follows a five-year 
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slowdown in the political relations between Europe and the Western Balkans Region during the years 

2009 - 2014, partially due to the effect of the economic crisis and the emergency of the Arab springs.  

The declining EU momentum in the region after 2008 was, on the contrary matched by an increase 

in the extra-European interest for the region by macro geopolitical state actors (Russia and Turkey).  

But the Balkans saw also the emergence of a new era of asymmetric flows (foreign fighters and 

migratory crisis) that are strictly connected to international security. In 2015 – 2016 there has been 

a growing awareness of the deterioration of the regional political dynamic and of the broader South 

Eastern Europe area. For these reasons, it is crucial that the EU, and above all the Member States, 

continue to promote regional stability, dialogue and reconciliation between the Balkan states through 

the coordination of their bilateral policy actions in the region. The Trieste summit from this point of 

view represents an important political momentum as it extends to a wider European perspective and 

in part Adriatic - Mediterranean issues unresolved in Balkan space. 

 

Four years of EU diplomatic initiatives in the Balkans 

Event Year Organiser 
Participants 

from the 
Region  

EU 
Participants  

UE 
Institutions  

Conference of 
Western Balkan 

States 
2014 

Germany, 
Berlin 

Albania 
Bosnia H. 

Macedonia 
Kosovo 

Montenegro 
Serbia 

 

Austria 
Croatia 

Slovenia 
 

Commission 
President 

 
Enlargement 

Commissioner 
 

Commission 
Deputy 

President 

Western Balkan 
Summit 

2015 
Austria, 
Wien 

Albania 
Bosnia H. 

Macedonia 
Kosovo 

Montenegro 
Serbia 

Austria 
Croatia 

Germany 
Italy 

France 
Slovenia 

High 
Representative 

of the Union 
for Foreign 
Affairs and 

Security Policy 
 

Commission 
President 

Western Balkan 
Summit 

2016 
France,  
Paris  

Albania 
Bosnia H. 

Macedonia 
Kosovo 

Montenegro 
Serbia 

 

Austria 
Croatia 

Germany 
Italy 

France 
Slovenia 

Great Britain 

High 
Representative 

of the Union 
for Foreign 
Affairs and 

Security Policy 
 

Commission 
President  

 
Enlargement 

Commissioner 
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 2017 
Italy, 

Trieste 
 

Austria 
Croatia 

Germany 
Italy 

France 
Slovenia 

Great Britain  

High 
Representative 

of the Union 
for Foreign 
Affairs and 

Security Policy 
 

Enlargement 
Commissioner 

 
Transport 

Commissioner  
 

 2018 
England,  
London  

   

 

Brexit and the temptation of projecting a Commonwealth with the Western Balkans    

Trieste Balkan summit differs from the previous ones for a specific factor that went largely un-noticed, 

but we believe it has a great relevance: the participation of Great Britain, represented at the level of 

the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Johnson. The British presence – that is linked to London’s decision 

to host the next summit in England, it should be connected to the changes caused by Britain's exit 

process from the European Union and the suspension of the modest forms of integration the UE 

Foreign Policy and European Security. Great Britain in recent years has not particularly invested in 

its political action in the Western Balkans since British interests are traditionally more linked to 

Mediterranean dimension of South Eastern Europe and the East Mediterranean (Egypt, Cyprus, 

Turkey, Greece). In the recent past, the Western Balkans region seemed to be marginal compared 

to the British main geopolitical axes. The re-emergence of a British interest for the region is a clear 

example of the growing geopolitical vacuum in the Western Balkans and – at the same time – of its 

increasing strategic connections with extra-European state actors, like Russia and Turkey; with both 

Great Britain has a complex agenda of bilateral relations: antagonistic with Putin’s Russia, 

cooperative with Erdogan’s Turkey, especially bearing in mind the growing relations between Ankara 

and Moscow. The redefinition of the regional geopolitical context gives new global value to the “old” 

Balkans, and it could therefore help to increase London's political "return" in Western Balkans issues. 

The fact that London is taking over this diplomatic initiative from the European Union in the year of 

the Brexit is a clear indication of London’s manoeuvring to wedge its own autonomous geopolitical 

presence in the region. In our opinion London is testing how to strengthen its political weight in the 

Balkans in the prospect of a failure of Europe’s attempt to integrate the countries of the region, 

balancing potential geopolitical vectors toward the Black Sea and the Eastern Mediterranean Sea.    

If this analysis is correct, and of course it needs to be tested in the coming years, the British 

government will intensify their actions and will most likely launch forms of political and strategic 

competition with the mainstream European geopolitics, and in particular with Germany, that is the 

main driver of "European" Balkan geopolitics. It is strongly recommended for Italy to follow up these 

initiatives and to find ways of cooperating with London’s new initiative in the Balkans.  

We think that England will give particular attention to the role of illegal migration flows through the 

Balkans, to the process of radicalization of Balkan Islam (especially Albanian speaking), to the 

relations of the countries of the region with Turkey, to the future of the NATO member countries of 

the region like Turkey, Albania and Montenegro, that will not enter the European Union in the medium 

term. Or, like Greece, whose future in the Union may appear uncertain. In other words, an eventual 

failure of the European integration process may give to London the possibility to lead the region’s 
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NATO countries that will remain outside the European Union, increasing the regional geopolitical 

significance as an Atlantic frontline in the Black Sea and Eastern Mediterranean region.  

The weakening of Greece, the complex vector of separation of Ankara from the West, the conflict in 

the Black Sea region around Ukraine, where Russia and NATO nations are confronting, the 

weakness of European external action are all arguments that may push London develop such a 

geopolitical Balkan strategy, opening a new phase of its foreign policy in the region.  

 

The issue on the floor in the Trieste Balkan Summit   

Among the issues dealt with in the Trieste summit, a special place was given to the economic 

development and the logistical and transport interconnections of the region, with the signature of the 

Treaty for the Transport Community. The old TEN-T infrastructure projects, trans-European transport 

and energy corridors have been resumed and given new impulse, with a attentive monitor of the 

progress made in last decade. For the future, there has been a process of channelling the already 

existing European funds of BEI and EBRD on the finalisation of these projects. In total, funding for 

infrastructure projects by European countries and by the European financial institutions have 

exceeded 1.4 billion euros for a total of twenty investment projects. That is an average of 140 million 

euro per project; it is not a huge figure, considering the demand of infrastructures of the region, the 

long delays and the difficult geography of the region. The Energy / Transport agenda also envisages 

the creation of a regional energy market and, for the first time, the activation of the Connecting 

Europe Facility (CEF) with an endowment (decided in 2014 and part of the 2014-2020 European 

Budget) of 11.4 million euro in co-financing. Of particular interest is the political input given to the 

link between the Western Balkans Regional Electric Energy Market and the EU's Internal Energy 

Market, which will be developed through closer cooperation between the Energy Community1 and 

the six Balkan countries. The CESEC Working Group, which includes the 9 EU Member States of 

the EU (Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia), has 

been tasked by the Trieste summit to assess the best forms of cooperation with the countries of the 

WB6 group on the development of the regional electricity market. 

The Secretariat of the Energy Community will provide the technical assistance needed to the Balkan 

countries to advance their energy interconnection on issues such as cross-border balancing, spot 

market development and other integration initiatives. Western Balkans leaders acknowledged that, 

despite the progress made, there is a need to bridge gaps and make greater efforts to complete the 

measures taken to create the prerequisites for attracting the investment needed to establish a trans-

European energy community. 

The other important dossier of the summit was the integration of regional transport, which saw a 

further step forward with the signing of the Treaty on the Establishment of the Community of 

Transport by the European Union and five partners from the Western Balkans. Unfortunately, just 

few days before the Summit, Bosnia-Herzegovina announced its impossibility to sign the treaty 

because of internal disagreements between the central government and the government of the 

Serbian entity. The failure to include Bosnia and Herzegovina in the Treaty has also delayed the 

possibility of identifying the headquarters of the Transport Community Secretariat, which should be 

based in Belgrade.  

The failure to include Bosnia and Herzegovina in the Treaty has also delayed the allocation of certain 

funds destined for the country earmarked for the corridor VC, a branch of the V corridor of specific 

interest for Italy as it connects the Croatian Slavonia with the Capital Sarajevo and Ploce, the main 

port of the middle Adriatic in front of Ancona.  

                                                           
1  The Energy Community is an international organization of the EU established in 2006 with a Secretariat in Vienna 

whose purpose is to create a pan-European energy market that includes, in addition to the EU members, the Western 
Balkans, Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia) 
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Together with the Bar - Belgrade axis, it represents one of the few horizontal branches of TENs that 

links central Italy with Belgrade crossing horizontally the region.  

The Summit has devoted particular attention also to the issues of the fight against terrorism, 

extremism, radicalization and organized crime, which are recognized as particularly serious threats 

especially for the increasing human trans-border connectivity across the region and between Europe 

and the Middle East. These phenomena may threaten international trade, cooperation and co - 

regional integration. These problems are common to the European Union and Balkan Europe and 

therefore have to be tackled with closer police and judicial cooperation. The Balkan countries are 

already included in the existing Radicalization Network (RAN) within the European Union. In the final 

statement of the meeting, it was recalled that "it is essential to identify and cut links between terrorists 

and organized transnational criminal networks in human beings, drugs and weapons. Collaboration 

in this area will continue, as will continue the fight of the money laundering and the financing of 

terrorist activities". This passage confirms that, even in the Balkans, the various terrorist and criminal 

activities are becoming more and more converging, feeding each other.  

Finally, specific attention has been given to the issue of illegal arms trade, a phenomena historically 

known in the Balkan countries but which, at times of high terrorist alarm within the European Union, 

represent an important supply channel for terrorist groups. On this topic, the countries in the region 

have agreed to strengthen the fight against SALW, increasing the physical security of arms stocks 

and encouraging a voluntary campaign of collecting illegally detained firearms. 
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Iraq. Liberation of Mossul and unknowns of the iraqi future 

 

Sunday 9 July, Iraqi Prime Minister al-'Abadi announced the official liberation of Mosul after a 

campaign of nearly nine-month that began in October 2016. The major city of Iraq (second largest 

population in the country) had been under the control of Da'ish since June 2014, at the dawn of the 

so called "Islamic State". Liberation was achieved due to a joint effort between the Iraqi Security 

Forces and various local actors, including Kurdish Peshmerga, Turkish militias and Popular Mobility 

Forces (al-Hashd al-Sha'bi), mainly consisting of Shi'a units. The operation was conducted with 

assistance and support of the International Coalition against Da'ish led by the United States.  

Announcing the liberation, al-'Abadi said that "the world would never expect the Iraqis to destroy 

Da'ish so quickly," stating "the final victory is a matter of time." In his address held at the headquarters 

of Nineveh Governorate, the Iraqi premier reiterated that the priority is now reconstruction. However, 

the victory of Mosul opens a new phase in which all the unresolved contradictions of the post-2003 

Iraq must be solved. 

 

Between Kurdish separatism and the risk of a new "insurgency" 

With the closure of Da'ish chapter, the liberation of Mosul will open a new phase of uncertainty about 

the administration of the area. The province of Mosul, in fact, is at the center of the dispute between 

central government of Baghdad and the autonomous Kurdish region, de facto independent, whose 

militias have contributed to liberate the area. Such a dispute comes in addition to that one on Kirkuk, 

another major city in northern Iraq. The latter city, in fact, whilst not being part of the Kurdish 

autonomous region, is now controlled by Kurdish militias since the regular troop of Baghdad 

retreated during the fight against Da'ish. The referendum on Iraqi Kurdistan independence, 

announced by Barzani for the forthcoming 25 September, is likely to lay the groundwork for an 

explosive situation not only on intra-Iraqi level but also on neighbouring countries. First and foremost, 

Turkey categorically oppose to any hypothesis of independent Iraqi Kurdistan, due to the apparent 

implications that such a step might have in relation to the instances of independence by Kurds in 

south-eastern Turkey. 

However, if it is true that the physical body of Da'ish has been amputated, this does not mean that 

its soul is dead and buried. The defeat of Da'ish as "State" will not definitively put an end to the 

history of armed jihadism in Iraq but it will open a new chapter. A chapter in which, in all likelihood, 

the jihadist action will re-shift in its form towards a new insurgency, exactly like in post-2003 Iraq. In 

order to prevent such a case, it is necessary to work on the causes that in post-2003 period had 

caused the birth and affirmation of the insurgency phenomenon.  

 

Post-Mosul priorities 

First of all, it is necessary to elaborate a (re)construction plan of the State, with a stable and 

comprehensive administrative structure capable of ensuring basic requirements of security and 

welfare. Drying the fertile ground for jihadism (empty of power, marginalisation and poverty), in which 

the jihadist phenomenon creeps through its consensus and resources, is the most effective mean to 

prevent such a resurgence. Although such a welfare factor is observed by analysis on terrorism, 

most of the strategic analyses do not deal with all due respect to it, which can be decisive for the 

process of stabilisation in Iraq.  

A second point concerns the spirit of national cohesion as well as the composite ethnic-confessional 

nature of the country.  
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The most conspicuous macro-components are: Shiite Arabs, Sunni Arabs and Sunni Kurds. From 

2003 to date, the polarisation of such feeling of identity belonging has seen an increasingly growth. 

This was to the detriment of the feeling of national unity. Such a centrifugal tendency has increased 

in the last years of Da'ish war, but now that its dissolution as a State seems to be near, the need to 

reverse this dynamics, with a centripetal process, becomes increasingly urgent.  

If this does not succeed, the likelihood of independence proclamation by Iraqi Kurdistan would be 

high and could trigger, through a contagion effect, separatist feelings among Kurds in the 

neighbouring countries as well as in the Arab- Sunni component of Iraq. The marginalised sectors 

of the latter community, orphaned by the Ba'ath government since 2003, later had the fascination of 

Da'ish's compelling advance. In the eyes of marginalised Sunni, Da'ish appeared to be the only 

concrete alternative to the institutional vacuum, to the absence of a welfare system, as well as a 

means of redemption and revenge. This category of Iraqis must now find its place in the future of the 

State and, for this purpose, all the initiatives needed to promote inclusiveness must be implemented. 

 

"De-sectarianisation" 

A third aspect is perhaps the most important and concerns the whole paradigm. In order to build an 

efficient and inclusive State, capable of undermining ethnic-confessional polarisation, all those 

involved (both internal and external) should abandon ethnic-confessional rhetoric and narratives 

through a process of "de-sectarianisation" of the political discourse. Most of the analysis on the Iraqi 

dossier is embedded in a sectarian logic, so the main categories of analysis are limited to the most 

fashionable ones: "Shiites", "Sunnis" and "Kurds". Such approach is not restricted to Iraq but involves 

the whole Middle East region, as a simplistic and misleading categorisation.  

Representing the socio-political complexity in a few and uniform monolithic blocks is, in fact, the 

reflection of a vision that does not take into account the profound differences and divergences within 

these same groups. For instance, observing the "Shi'a block", there are at least four political actors 

who carry on as many different and often discordant agendas: Hizb al-Da'wa al-Islamiyya of the 

current premier al-'Abadi and his predecessor Nuri al -Maliki; al-Tayyar al-Sadri led by Muqtada al-

Sadr; al-Majlis al-A'la al-Islami al-'Iraqi led by Ammar al-Hakim; the now famous forces of al-Hashd 

al-Sha'bi (Forces of Popular Mobilisation, FPM). It is enough to think about the strong antithesis 

between the Prime Minister al-'Abadi's party and the movement led by Muqtada al-Sadr and it will 

become clear that the "Shi'a" confessional category is insufficient to represent the minimum common 

denominator valid as a monolithic political category. Clearly, such simplicity is misleading and 

prevents us from understanding real political dynamics on the field, distorting reality in the use and 

consumption of a narrative that fosters inter-confessional and inter-ethnic clashes. 

What must be avoided in the institutional future is therefore the "Lebanonisation" of Iraq, which is 

the institutionalised distribution of power on an ethnic-confessional basis. The troubled and long-

term tragic experience of post-independence Lebanon must be remembered as a warning. On the 

one hand, if Iraqi Lebanonisation would lead to some crystallisation of divisions, on the other hand, 

it would lead to an inevitable fracture of the State in the mid-term. The distribution of the three ethnic-

confessional macro-components on three homogeneous territories facilitates this possibility: Kurdish 

in the north, Arab-Sunnis in the centre, Arab-Shiites in the south. The most powerful antidote against 

incumbent centripetal forces lies in the creation of stable and structured "a-confessional" 

administrative apparatus, which recognises and protects ethnic-confessional differences but without 

making it serve as political-categorical identities. 
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Iraq and the Axis of Resistance 

The after Mosul is not just about the end of Da'ish, but it involves also the end of state's boundaries 

as they were known until the summer of 2014, before the announcement of the self-proclaimed 

caliphate. The boundaries between the countries of the so-called "Axis of Resistance" (Mihwar al-

muqawama), namely Lebanon, Syria, Iran and – partially – Iraq, have become something that makes 

such international borders more like internal borders. At the same time, the defence of these borders 

responds today to needs that are no longer exclusively national security.  

All this began with the historic fatwa of the Iraqi Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, who called on 13 

June, in the midst of a jihadist military advance, for popular mobilisation of all the citizens "capable 

of taking up arms and fighting terrorists". It was the most important turning point in the history of 

post-2003 Iraq and is the event that has laid the foundations for the rise of the Forces of Popular 

Mobilisation, making it somewhat possible the liberation of Mosul. 

These militias, trained and supported by Qasem Soleimani's Iranian special units, demonstrated 

their ability and effectiveness, in some cases overcoming some of the red lines set by the United 

States. In fact, the effectiveness of US ground operations was not so much effective as the air 

operation. The ground operations have been dominated by FPM. The Washington-led coalition failed 

to prevent FPM from entering the city of Mosul and re-joining troops of Damascus on the Syrian-

Iraqi border (al-Tanf). Restoring the land line connecting Beirut-Damascus-Baghdad-Tehran doesn't 

certainly play into the hands of the United States and its allies. 

If so far Iraq has been a country with controversial influence (not entirely on the side of Washington 

neither completely on the side of the Axis of Resistance), the prestige acquired by the FPM will be a 

powerful vehicle of Iranian influence in the “country of the two rivers”. Until 2014, Tehran could only 

rely on some scattered groups in order to exercise its influence over Iraq. Today the situation looks 

very different than it has been in the past and the role of the Axis of Resistance seems to become 

more decisive for the region's future. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts  

At national level, it will be necessary to capitalise on that partial unity which converged the energies 

against Da'ish, and without which it would not have been possible to reach the liberation of Mosul. 

There is also a need to prevent fitna between Sunnis and Shiites, whose profound nature is not 

religious in it but rather linked to political logic involving the main players in the region. For all these 

reasons, it is necessary to set up a strategy inspired by three principles:  

1) de-sectarianisation of the political discourse and competition;  

2) fostering the spirit of national cohesion and inclusion;  

3) creating a State structure that could guarantee security and welfare (work, health, education).  

However, in order to implement such strategy, it is necessary to develop a well-defined strategy 

that, at the moment, the Baghdad government does not yet appear to have outlined. 

On the regional level, the unknown of the post-Mosul is likely to flare even further in the area, in 

Yemen and Syria, or even to open up other fronts currently closed. For this reason, the risk of 

triggering a process of separatism and new statehood on ethnic-confessional basis in the current 

territory of Iraq would be further ruinous in the medium term, not only for Iraq but also for the stability 

of the Middle East. Other ethnic and/or confessional requests of independence would have a 

precedent on which to base the legitimacy of their claims. 
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EVENTS 

 

● Syria 

Friday 7 July, the United States and the Russian Federation announced a de-escalation agreement 

in south-western Syria. The deal was announced shortly after the first meeting between Donald 

Trump and Vladimir Putin, a face-to-face meeting lasted over two hours, on the fringe of the G20 in 

Hamburg. The cease-fire agreement concerns a portion of Syrian territory on the border with Israel 

and Jordan, which from Quneytra, passing through Dar'a, reaches the Sweida province. The area 

corresponds to one of the four areas of de-escalation identified by the Astana negotiations, whereby 

the agreement can be read as an informal and partial adherence of the United States to the results 

of the Russian initiative in Astana, in which US was not involved. However, this is the most important 

diplomatic success so far achieved by the Trump Administration. 

The ceasefire came into force on Sunday 12 July and, until the time of writing; all parties respected 

the silence of guns. The agreement between the United States and Russia has been the outcome 

of long diplomatic negotiations concluded in the week preceding the G20. The agreement was also 

signed by Israel and Jordan, bordering countries on the affected area of the agreement. Dar'a region 

has long been a transit area for refugees fleeing from southern Syria to Jordan. 'Amman had been 

involved in negotiations and signed the deal in the hope that this could contribute to the return of 

Syrian refugees and alleviate the humanitarian emergency in the Hashemite Kingdom. For its part, 

Israel is interested in preventing a permanent presence of Iranian troops and Hezbollah in the area 

close to its borders. 

 

● Libya 

Thursday 13 July, the Italian Minister of Interior Marco Minniti had an official meeting in Tripoli with 

13 mayors of southern Libya in order to discuss a plan to fight human traffickers. Since the beginning 

of 2017 it was the third visit to Libya for the Italian minister. The Italian draft of agreement received 

the support of Fayez al-Sarraj, head of the National Coalition Government (Hukumat al-wifaq al-

watani) supported by the United Nations. Al-Sarraj assured that the government of Tripoli will make 

every effort to counter the human smugglers and relieve the growing migratory pressure that flows 

through Libya on the Italian coast. 

The Interior Minister Minniti renewed Italy's support to the National Coalition Government, hoping for 

a quick stabilization of the North African country. The minister also welcomed the efforts of the Libyan 

Coast Guard for the relief offered to migrants as well as the fight against traffickers. In his meeting 

with al-Sarraj, minister Minniti reported Europe's positive response to the Italian request for providing 

necessary support to the Libyan Coast Guard and securing the southern borders of Libya wherein 

the routes of human traffickers pass. 

The country continues to be ravaged by civil war and, in the meanwhile, the serious fracture between 

Doha and Riyad is been increasingly reflected in the sides of the Libyan conflict. Tuesday 4 July, 

Ahmad al-Mismari, spokesman for the eastern Libyan National Army, said: "In Benghazi we fight not 

only against Da'ish, al-Qa'ida and the Muslim Brothers, but also against some countries that support 

terrorists such as Turkey, Qatar and Sudan".1 According to the figures reported by the spokesman, 

the losses suffered by the Libyan National Army amount to more than 5200 units.  

                                                 
1  http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1% 

D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-
%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-
%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-
%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1 

http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/60028/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%25%20D9%8A--%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%86%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A8-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%B4-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%82%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%84-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%B1
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The next day, Wednesday 5 July, Khalifa Haftar, Commander of the Libyan National Army, 

announced the complete liberation of Benghazi, three years after the beginning of "Operation 

Dignity" (amaliyyat al-karama) the campaign launched in May 2014. This is the most important 

military victory of General Haftar, who has slowly gained ground in the East and South of the country 

at the expense of the western Libyan government supported by the United Nations.  

The eastern Libyan National Army of Haftar benefits from the concrete support of United Arab 

Emirates and Egypt, but also enjoys some sympathy in Riyad and Paris. Recently, Egyptian aviation 

has provided considerable air support in the conquest of Benghazi, bombarding several sites in the 

western areas of the city where the latest resistance was holed up. Cairo has also been active at the 

United Nations in order to obtain the condemnation of Qatar for supporting terrorism in Libya.  

The Egyptian authorities have stated that they want to break the embargo on Libya and provide full 

support to the Haftar army. According to Cairo, this is an indispensable measure to ensure the safety 

of the common border between the two countries and to prevent terrorists passing to Egypt. 

Strengthened by the conquest of Benghazi as well as full Egyptian support, General Haftar said he 

was ready to move on to Tripoli, promising conquest of the whole country within six months. Starting 

on Sunday 9 July, the Libyan capital has been targeted by violent attacks launched by armed groups 

in opposition to the government of al-Sarraj. The clashes lasted two days and affected the eastern 

sectors of the city, leading to the closure of the coastal highway, a roadway of vital importance for 

Tripoli. 
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The Italian Presidency of G7-2017 

Today, at world level, the G7 countries do represent only ten per cent of the population, thirty-four 

per cent of exports, thirty-six per cent of imports and thirty-two per cent of GDP, while in 1975, when 

the first G6 summit was convened (Canada still not part of it) in France, they accounted for more 

than fifty per cent of global GDP. Three of the objectives outlined in the budget for the three-year 

period 2016-2018 of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation (MAECI), 

relevant to the General Directorate for Globalization and Global Issues, directly affect Sub-Saharan 

Africa, namely: strengthening bilateral cooperation with Sub-Saharan African countries and ensure 

follow-up to the Italia-Africa Initiative (€1,835,137 in 2017 and €1,806,331.00 for 2018); contributing 

to the promotion of peace and security in [...] Sub-Saharan Africa (€1,360,066.00 was allocated in 

2017 and €1,340,862.00 for 2018 under the expenditure chapter of projects funded upon Law 

n°180/92 in regards of the Italian participation in international peace and humanitarian initiatives); 

contributing to the preparation, management and follow-up of the Italian G7-2017 Presidency and 

enhancing the Italian provision to the G20 (€1,229,195.00 in 2017 and €1,209,991.00 for 2018). 

The Italian Presidency of G7-20171, whose Summit took place in Taormina on 26 and 27 May 2017, 

focused on the effectiveness and efficiency of a decision-making meeting at the highest levels of the 

world, while aware of the intrinsic limitations of the Group of Seven as well as of the smaller 

representativeness of such a ‘club’, both due to Russia’s exclusion since 2014 because of Crimea’s 

annexation and to the parallel advancing of the ‘other summit’ – that is the G20, this year under 

German Presidency – patently more representative of the new global equilibrium with an increasingly 

relevant role on the international scene. 

 

The G7 Outreach Africa and the T7 

The G7 Africa is made of related G7 rotating Presidency programmes and documents that explicitly 

concern individual Nations of Africa, African-oriented international, continental and regional 

initiatives, and African cross-cutting issues of common interest. This year, the Italian Presidency of 

the G7-2017 has shown significant perspectives in the outreach exercise towards Africa in the 

resulting seven segments, namely: 

1. The Final Declaration: G7 Taormina Leaders Communiqué. 

2. The G7 Outreach Africa: G7 Summit Chair’s Summary of the Outreach Session on Africa. 

3. The T7 Africa: Final Report on the High Level Panel on ‘G7 & Africa’, outcome of the Think-

Thank Summit (T7). 

4. The G7 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting. 

5. The G7 Exchange and Empowerment Programme for Emerging African Innovation Leaders. 

6. The Infrastructure Consortium for Africa (ICA). 

7. The G7 Declaration on Non-Proliferation and Disarmament. 

As usual, the second day of any G7 summit is traditionally open to other interlocutors and to the 

African outreach. Along with the UN Secretary General, Antonio Guterres, the OECD Secretary 

General, Angel Gurría, the International Monetary Fund Director, Christine Lagarde, and the 

President of the World Bank, Jim Yong Kim, Rome invited for the African counterpart the President 

of Niger, Mahamandou Issoufou, the President of Kenya, Uhuru Kenyatta, the President of Tunisia, 

Beji Caid Essebsi, the Deputy Prime Minister of Nigeria, Yemi Osinbajo, the Prime Minister of 

Ethiopia, Haile Mariam Desalegn, the President of the African Union, the President of Guinea, Alpha 

Condé, the President of the African Union Commission (AUC), former Chad Foreign Minister, 

                                                        
1  As members of the Group of Seven, the following Heads of State and Government attended the G7 Taormina Summit: 

Canada (Justin Trudeau), France (Emmanuel Macron), Italy (Paolo Gentiloni), Germany (Angela Merkel), Japan 
(Shinzo Abe), United Kingdom (Theresa May) and United States (Donald Trump). Moreover, the President of the 
European Commission (Jean-Claude Juncker) and the President of the European Council (Donald Tusk) attended the 
Summit too. See: www.g7italy.it   

http://www.g7italy.it/
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Mahamat Moussa Faki, and the President of the African Development Bank (AfDB), Akinwumi 

Adesina. This year, the choice has fallen on the one hand on Tunisia, representing Mediterranean 

Africa and on the other hand, regarding Sub-Saharan Africa, on Nigeria, Ethiopia and Kenya, in that 

Initiating Countries of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NePAD) that is the African 

Union’s development programme. What is more, the participation of the highest Nigerien authority 

demonstrates the priority focus given to the main transit country – Niger – of almost all migratory 

flows from Sub-Saharan Africa towards Libya, ultimately heading to the Mediterranean. The African 

section of the Italian G7 was articulated according to the habitual outreach exercise towards Africa 

and its continental and regional institutions, as just few days before the G7 Summit in Sicily the 

Italian Foreign Minister, Angelino Alfano, had anticipated: “today more than ever, the cornerstone of 

Italy’s foreign policy action must be towards the Mediterranean and Africa” – said he – at the Africa 

Day 2017, a ceremony of high symbolic value for relations between Italy and the whole African 

Continent, which, on May 25, was held at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, to commemorate the 

founding in 1963 of the former Organization of African Unity (OAU), now the African Union (AU). 

The May the 27th G7 Summit Chair’s Summary of the Outreach Session on Africa in Taormina, has 

clearly stated that it is crucial to empower the potential of innovation and the role of human capital 

in boosting sustainable and inclusive growth in the Continent. Besides, food insecurity is to be 

referred to as one of the most serious challenges and a key-driver of underdevelopment and forced 

migration. Hence, for a peaceful, secure and stable Africa it is necessary to increase G7 support for 

the training and equipping of local security forces. Again, encouraging political dialogue, enhancing 

preventive diplomacy and strengthening crisis and conflict management are key factors in laying the 

foundations of social and economic development. The crucial role of good governance, the rule of 

law and democratic participation were also pointed out. In order to unlock Africa’s potential through 

innovation and human capital development, it is necessary to strengthen the partnership with African 

countries, so as to: empower the private sector, also by strengthening traditional Small & Medium 

Enterprises (SMEs); promote innovative entrepreneurial systems, while reinforcing the diversification 

of production; reinforce the development of innovative start-ups and their collaboration with 

traditional business, beginning from the sectors of renewables, agriculture, agri-food and services; 

introduce and spread NPR-enabling infrastructures2, such as smart grids and resilient and smart 

logistics infrastructures; strengthen quality employment, through vocational and professional training 

and the development of new skills, especially for youth; empower women and girls and actively 

promote their inclusion in the labour market. 

Last, but not least, Italy has announced its intention to launch a G7 Exchange and Empowerment 

Program for Emerging African Innovation Leaders, a pilot project proposed by Politecnico di Torino 

and Politecnico di Milano and supported by the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, so as to contribute 

to developing a qualified generation of African Innovation Brokers (AIBs). 

Furthermore, from 19 to 20 October, the G7 Italian Presidency will host the annual meeting of the 

Infrastructure Consortium for Africa (ICA)3 dedicated to the promotion of integrated infrastructures in 

Africa. 

Actually, within the African segment framework, a major document to look at was the Final Report 

on the High Level Panel on ‘G7 & Africa’, in terms of outcome of the so-called Think-Thank Summit 

(T7)4, held in Rome on May 5, expressly devoted to innovation in Africa. The event convened some 

selected Think-Thank executives from both the G7 countries and Africa, as it follows: the Institute 

for International Political Studies - ISPI (Italy), the Overseas Development Institute - ODI5 (United 

                                                        
2  See infra. 
3  See:  https://www.icafrica.org/en/  
4  See: http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/Think%20Tank%207%20Final%20Report.pdf 
5  See: www.odi.org  

https://www.icafrica.org/en/
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/Think%20Tank%207%20Final%20Report.pdf
http://www.odi.org/
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Kingdom), the Centre for International Governance Innovation - CIGI 6  (Canada), the German 

Institute of Global and Area Studies – GIGA7 (Germany), the Atlantic Council8 (USA) and the Japan 

Centre for Conflict Prevention - JCCP9 (Japan); while the African stakeholders were the Food, 

Agriculture and Natural Resources Policy Analysis Network - FANRPAN10 (Angola), the Centre for 

Policy and Education - IMANI11 (Ghana), the Policy Centre - OCP12 (Morocco), the Centre for Public 

Policy Alternatives - CPPA 13  (Nigeria), the Initiative Prospective Agricole et Rurale – IPAR 14 

(Senegal), the Organization for Social Science Research in Eastern and Southern Africa - 

OSSREA15 (Ethiopia), kLab16 (Rwanda), and the African Economic Research Consortium - AERC17 

(Kenya). 

 

Innovation, Human Mobility and Food Security in Africa  

In a wider way, particularly innovation, migration and food security are the Italian G7 African issues 

strongly demanded by Rome, right because fully aware of being still far from reaching the zero-

hunger goal, not being able to have made ‘hunger history’ yet, since more than twenty per cent of 

the African population lives in chronic malnutrition conditions. Indeed, the best way to respond to 

this challenge requires increasing African agricultural production, thus reducing poverty through 

innovative formulas, which will be available under the imminent next industrial-industrial revolution18. 

In the long run, such poverty alleviation strategies should help to slow the phenomenon of migration 

to many Africans to Europe. Yet, the link between migration, innovation and food security is no 

coincidence: actually, the basic idea is to consider migration – human mobility – not as a problem, 

rather as an opportunity and a pushing-factor of economic growth. In truth, recent studies show that 

migrants from low-income countries are significantly increasing their revenues, subsequently gaining 

a double positive effect: enriching host societies and devolving a substantial portion of their profits 

into remittances to their families in Africa, thus contributing to the development of their countries of 

origin. As a matter of fact, the insights on the migratory phenomenon that the Italian Presidency of 

the G7 requested showed the need to reverse the communication terms of this very topic to the 

public opinion, since the nowadays predominant narrative arbitrarily conveyed by the international 

media inaccurately presents an alleged north-south exodus outlook, which is not at all the case.  

In reality, as far as Africa is concerned, two-thirds of migrations are internal or intra-African (rural-

urban or between nations of the same region, as in the case of the Economic Community of West 

African States – ECOWAS – where free movement of peoples is allowed by virtue of the abolition of 

visas), while only one third concerns the extra-continental mobility. However, it is also crucial to 

securitize migrations through appropriate strategies, also in order to disconnect the misleading 

perception of associating migrations with violent events such as terrorism, for instance. On human 

mobility, therefore, the Italian Presidency of the G7 considers the following elements of paramount 

importance: shared responsibilities; partnership among and with origin, transit and destination 

countries; investment in job creation, trade, diasporas, and the private sector; protection of migrants; 

                                                        
6  See:  www.cigionline.org  
7  See:  www.giga-hamburg.de/en  
8  See:  www.atlanticcouncil.org  
9  See:  www.jccp.gr.jp/english  
10  See:  http://www.fanrpan.org/  
11  See:  http://www.imaniafrica.org/  
12  See:  http://www.ocppc.ma/  
13  See:  http://cpparesearch.org/  
14  See:  http://www.ipar.sn/  
15  See:  http://ossrea.net/  
16  See:  https://klab.rw/  
17  See:  http://www.aercafrica.org/  
18  See infra. 

http://www.cigionline.org/
https://www.giga-hamburg.de/en
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/
http://www.jccp.gr.jp/english
http://www.fanrpan.org/
http://www.imaniafrica.org/
http://www.ocppc.ma/
http://cpparesearch.org/
http://www.ipar.sn/
http://ossrea.net/
https://klab.rw/
http://www.aercafrica.org/
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and the valuable and positive impact of migration in terms of demographic, economic, cultural 

contribution. 

 

The Next Production Revolution (NPR) 

As the Italian Sherpa, the Ambassador Raffaele Trombetta, affirmed, a sharp objective of the 

Taormina Summit was to build the foundations of a renewed confidence according to a three-axis 

planned approach: firstly, citizens protection and so human mobility and the fight against terrorism19; 

secondly, economic, environmental and social sustainability and the reduction of inequalities thus 

climate change, health and equal opportunities; thirdly, innovation, skills and job creation at the time 

of the Next Production Revolution (NPR), in other words, the features of ‘Jobs 4.0’, as presented by 

the OECD in its May report20, which will be the subject of some in-depth discussions during the G7 

Innovation Week in Turin (September 25 - October 1) as well as at the G7 Industry / ICT Ministerial 

Meeting on 25-26 September. The Next Production Revolution (i.e. NPR), or Fourth Industrial 

Revolution (FIR), which, expected by no later than 2030 and much faster compared to earlier 

industrial revolutions, will be driven by the spread of new technologies and new production 

processes, like the Internet of Things, robotics, biotechnologies, nanotechnologies, new materials, 

3D print, artificial intelligence and data-driven production. It is then desirable for political decision-

makers to monitor labour market transformations and provide timely regulations for effective 

management in the areas of education, labour mobility and regional development, as the 

dissemination of new technologies are going to call for a rationalization of training systems, inasmuch 

the acquisition of digital skills is set to become even more crucial. 

 

The G7 Taormina Leaders Communiqué and Africa 

Among the Summit official documents21 the main one – the G7 Taormina Leaders Communiqué, or 

‘Final Declaration’ – emphasized the aspect of human mobility, which entails an emergency 

approach for refugees and a long-term one for migrants. Hence, the G7 Countries’ Heads of State 

and Governments have recognized the need to support refugees as close to their home countries 

as possible, and enable them to return safely to and help rebuild their home communities. In the 

Final Declaration, it is also stated “we agree to establish partnerships to help countries create the 

conditions within their own borders that address the drivers of migration, as this is the best long-term 

solution to these challenges. We also acknowledge that States share a responsibility in managing 

the flows; in protecting refugees and migrants, and safeguarding the most vulnerable of them, such 

                                                        
19  In an attempt to respond to citizens’ concerns about their own safety at home and abroad, the Italian Presidency has 

conveniently placed in the international agenda two factors: the prevention of terrorism and the on-going crises, 
especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, as the forerunner of migrations across the Mediterranean. 

20  See: OECD, the Next Production Revolution: Implications for Governments and Business, OECD Publishing, Paris 

2017. See: http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/science-and-technology/the-next-production-revolution_9789264271036-en 
and also: http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/download/75056536-
it.pdf?expires=1501486526&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=7EED4C2502D118EAE2DA905F8738845E  

21  These are the main official documents of the Taormina Summit: 

 G7 Taormina Leaders  Communiqué: 

http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/G7%20Taormina%20Leaders’%20Communique_27052017.pdf 

 G7 Summit Chair’s Summary of the Outreach Session on Africa: 
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/G7%20TAORMINA%20CHAIRS%20SUMMARY%20AFRICA_0.p
df  

 G7 Roadmap for a Gender-Responsive Economic Environment: 
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/Gender%20Roadmap.pdf 

 G7 People-Centered Action Plan on Innovation, Skills and Labour: 

http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/Action%20Plan.pdf 

 G7 Taormina Statement on the Fight Against Terrorism and Violent Extremism: 
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/G7%20Taormina%20Statement%20on%20the%20Fight%20Again
st%20Terrorism%20and%20Violent%20Extremism.pdf 

http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/science-and-technology/the-next-production-revolution_9789264271036-en
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/download/75056536-it.pdf?expires=1501486526&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=7EED4C2502D118EAE2DA905F8738845E
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/download/75056536-it.pdf?expires=1501486526&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=7EED4C2502D118EAE2DA905F8738845E
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/G7%20Taormina%20Leaders'%20Communique_27052017.pdf
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/G7%20TAORMINA%20CHAIRS%20SUMMARY%20AFRICA_0.pdf
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/G7%20TAORMINA%20CHAIRS%20SUMMARY%20AFRICA_0.pdf
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/Gender%20Roadmap.pdf
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/Action%20Plan.pdf
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/G7%20Taormina%20Statement%20on%20the%20Fight%20Against%20Terrorism%20and%20Violent%20Extremism.pdf
http://www.g7italy.it/sites/default/files/documents/G7%20Taormina%20Statement%20on%20the%20Fight%20Against%20Terrorism%20and%20Violent%20Extremism.pdf
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as women at risk, adolescents, children and unaccompanied minors; and in enforcing border control, 

establishing returns schemes and enhancing law enforcement cooperation.  

These are essential instruments to reduce irregular or illegal migration and to fight migrant 

smuggling, human trafficking and exploitation, and all forms of slavery, including modern slavery”. 

As far as food insecurity is concerned, the Final Declaration reaffirms the collective aim to lift 500 

million people in developing countries out of hunger and malnutrition by 2030, as part of a broader 

effort involving other partners as well as international actors. There is a deep concern about the 

devastating levels of food insecurity, fuelled by conflicts and instability, already resulting in famine in 

parts of South Sudan and in the serious risk of famine in Somalia and North-Eastern Nigeria and 

affecting more than 20 million people on the whole. While stressing the global dimension of the food 

insecurity and malnutrition challenge, the G7 recognizes that urgent action is needed for the most 

part in Sub-Saharan Africa, the region with the highest percentage of undernourished people, deep 

rural and urban poverty and particularly large movements of people, and where more than two-thirds 

of the Least Developed Countries (LLDC) is located. 

The G7 Taormina Leaders Communiqué devotes a whole paragraph to Africa, in which it is argued 

that: “Africa’s security, stability and sustainable development are high priorities for us. Our goal is 

indeed to strengthen cooperation and dialogue with African countries and Regional Organizations to 

develop African capacity in order to better prevent, respond to and manage crises and conflicts, as 

regards the relevant goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. A stable Africa means 

a stable environment for investment. In this regard, we note the forthcoming launch by the EU of the 

External Investment Plan (EIP)22 as an important tool to boost investment in the continent, as well 

as the envisaged G20 Partnership Initiative with Africa and the investment pledge made at the Tokyo 

International Conference for African Development (TICAD VI)23. It is also important to continue our 

efforts to expand reliable access to energy in Africa. Unlocking Africa’s potential requires 

empowering millions of people through innovation, education, promoting gender equality and human 

capital development. Decent employment, better health services, and food security will also 

contribute to building a more resilient society in a rapidly changing world. We aim to work in 

partnership with the African continent, supporting the African Union Agenda 2063, in order to provide 

the young generation in particular with adequate skills, quality infrastructures, financial resources, 

and access to a sustainable, prosperous and safe future. Such advances also promise to help reduce 

migratory pressure, relieve humanitarian emergencies and create socio-economic opportunities for 

all”. 

 

  

                                                        
22  The European Commission is about to launch an ambitious External Investment Plan (EIP) to encourage investment 

in partner countries in Africa, to strengthen our partnerships and contribute to achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), helping addressing some root causes of migration. Part of the EIP is the new European Fund for 
Sustainable Development (EFSD) as a financing mechanism to support investments by public financial institutions and 
the private sector. 

23  For the purposes of an inclusive and innovative development, these will be the decisive factors: the G20 efforts, under 
the current German Presidency, to set up a Partnership with Africa through a better financial and regulatory framework; 
the European Commission’s efforts to deploy the European External Investment Plan (EEIP); some specific Country-
led initiatives, such as the investment pledge made at the VI Tokyo International Conference for African Development 
(TICAD); the African Union Smart Africa initiative, also supported by the African Development Bank, which could 
contribute to introducing NPR-enabling quality infrastructure in cities and rural areas. 
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The Ministerial Meetings of the Italian Presidency of G7-2017 

 

 
 

 

 

The G7 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting and Africa 

Africa has been the focus of two other meetings organized by the Italian Presidency of the G7-2017, 

namely the G7 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting and the G7 Declaration on Non-Proliferation and 

Disarmament. Actually, in the Joint Communiqué of the G7 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting (Lucca, 10-

11 April 2017), continuing countering Terrorism and Violent Extremism in accordance with the 

indications provided by the Action Plan adopted at the Ise-Shima G7 Summit in Japan in 2016, it is 

argued that […] “We will strengthen cooperation to monitor cross-border foreign return fighters by 

exchanging information and evidence in cooperation with Middle East, Central Asia, North Africa, 

Sahel, Horn of Africa”. About the Sahel and Lake Chad Regions, the aforesaid Joint Communiqué 

states that: “We are concerned about the situation in the Sahel region. The Peace Process in Mali 

is always of particular importance not only to restore peace in the country, but also to the need for 

serious terrorist threats, increased organized crime and migratory flows throughout the Sahel region. 

We appeal to all parties involved in the Malian peace process so they can work constructively 

towards the full realization of the Algiers Peace Accords. We praise and continue to support the 

efforts of Sahel and the Chad Lake Basin countries in the fight against terrorism and organized crime 

through increased regional cooperation such as the Sahel G5 Process and the Multinational Task 

Force against Boko Haram. The United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in 

Mali (MINUSMA) and the European missions in the framework of the European Common Security 

and Defence Policy (CSDP) are the main actors to ensure greater regional stability. We welcome 

the initiative of the G7-AU on Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) Control in the Sahel, aimed 

at promoting synchronized efforts by donor countries, regional organizations and beneficiary 

countries. We congratulate the results achieved by the Oslo Conference on the Chad Lake Region 

of 23-24 February 24  and we encourage further contributions needed to alleviate the terrible 

humanitarian situation and the creation of an advisory group to promote preventative actions and 

stabilization measures for the region”.  

                                                        
24  See: Oslo Humanitarian Conference on Nigeria and the Lake Chad Region: 

http://oslohumanitarianconference2017.org/  

http://oslohumanitarianconference2017.org/
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More generally, for Africa, the Communiqué shows that the G7 supports joint efforts and partnerships 

with African nations to promote democratic governance, security, stability, trade and the 

development of the continent. The African Union and the Regional Organizations in the continent 

are seen as equal partners to work with as to promote inclusive coordination through mutual dialogue 

and policy harmonization. Furthermore, the G7 Declaration on Non-Proliferation and Disarmament’s 

chapter on regional challenges regarding proliferation, specifies that in the struggle against the 

destabilizing effects of Small Arms and Light Weapons, the key area of the G7’s commitment will 

remain the Sahel25 and North Africa. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Along the lines of the Italian Presidency of the G8-2009, Italy is making use of the G7-2017 

Presidency, in order to alert partner countries of the importance of strengthening the political 

dialogue with African governmental and intergovernmental counterparts precisely by means of the 

outreach exercise, of investing in Africa’s economic growth in the light of the next industrial revolution 

and of stabilizing African crisis areas, not only in order to better manage intercontinental human 

mobility, but also to contain migratory flows’ proportions that from Africa through the Mediterranean 

go to Europe. In fact, Rome shares with the other G7 Member States’ Capitals the downsizing of its 

strategic value, due to the most representative role played by the this year Berlin-led G20, which has 

also put Africa at the centre of the international agenda. Yet, compared to 2009, there is some 

reduction in the scope of the initiatives launched, as demonstrated, for example, by the absence of 

an Accountability Report. 

 

 

                                                        
25  In a more detailed way, in the chapter on Conventional Weapons, including Light Weapons and Small Arms, it is stated 

that: “We take note of the efforts made by the States concerned, particularly by the African continent, in the fight against 
illegal arms trafficking, fuelling armed violence in their respective regions and we are ready to support them promptly. 
We welcome the G7-UA initiative on Small Arms and Light Weapons Control (SALW) in the vast Sahel area, aimed at 
promoting synergies between donor countries, regional organizations and beneficiary countries”. 
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The appointment of the new "crown prince" opens unprecedented 

scenarios for Saudi Arabia 

 

The appointment of Mohammad bin Salman as the new crown prince 

The rapid rise of Mohammad bin Salman, favoured by his father's benevolence, aroused tensions 

both inside (often silenced only in the name of state reason) and in the region. 

King Salman's ill health also lets his son's detractors understand the presence of a precise political 

design to foster the next rise to the throne of a third generation sovereign, with the clear goal of 

interrupting the continuity - more or less solid – of the role of the "Sudairi" family group, routing the 

monarchy towards new equilibriums and different groups of political influence. 

International observers have generally defined the appointment of Mohammad bin Salman to the 

position of crown prince as a "transition", by adopting a more politically correct formula rather than 

the alternative and strongest "coup" or "palace conspiracy” that nevertheless characterizes most of 

the comments on regional and global media. 

Even removing Mohammad bin Nayef from its previous position as crown prince has been 

interpreted by analysts in this way, considering the King's cousin as the main antagonist to his son. 

Mohammad bin Nayef, of conservative and traditionalist orientation, albeit cautious and highly 

pragmatic, has always been considered a loyal ally of the United States, with whom he has 

consistently been consulted in defining, above all, regional security policies. Mohammad bin Salman, 

on the contrary, is seen by many as an impulsive politician that has infrequently produced no positive 

effects on the sustainability and credibility of Saudi's economic and defence policy. 

With the deterioration of King Salman's disease, then, the real obstacle to the political ambitions of 

his young son, Mohammed, had centred on the figure of his cousin Mohammad bin Nayef. 

The decision-making process that characterized Mohammad bin Salman’s appointment and his 

consolidation at the top of the political power is of a purely tribal and exclusive nature, imposing a 

political direction that the rest of the family is called to approve or to steer, carefully balancing the 

internal strength relationships to Saud's stem. 

Mohammad bin Nayef has been defeated, at least at this stage, being a victim of the inexorable 

weakening of the Sudairi group, but also of the overwhelming capacity of the new crown prince. 

What is important to consider, however, is the nature of the acquiescence generated within the royal 

family around the appointment and role of Mohammad bin Salman. The rigid dynastic rules - and the 

elusive breakthrough that characterizes them - are rooted in the primary and predominant need for 

the preservation of power and the role of the crown. Even uncomfortable or controversial decisions 

have often found the consent of the family group in view of the prevailing interest in protecting the 

monarchical system and its leadership group. 

The appointment of Mohammad bin Salman is fully part of those replacement processes that do not 

in any way meet the court system's favour, but are in any case supported by a higher security interest 

and often - temporary. 

The acquiescence within Saud's family of the role of Mohammed bin Salman, therefore, is in no way 

equivalent to a demonstration of consent, rather than a temporary acceptance that will mitigate future 

and wider risks. 

Removing bin Nayef and appointing Bin Salman as crown prince was decided on a surprise move 

on June 21st, following a vote of the Council of Loyalty that expressed in favour of the son of the King 

31 of 34 components. 
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The Council of Loyalty, established in 2006 by King Abdullah, is the institutional body entitled to hold 

the election and appointment of the crown prince, transiting from a vertical procedure of exclusive 

sovereignty to a collegial scheme, thus respecting the will of the increasingly large and conflicting 

royal family. The procedure should include the appointment of three candidates to be submitted to 

the Council’s vote, in order to select the new crown prince or - in the event of a conflict - to proceed 

with a new internal selection within the Council itself. The members of the Council are in fact the 

direct heirs of the late sovereign Abulaziz, while the voting and selection procedures are governed 

by internal procedures that are largely secret. 

Despite the praiseworthy provisions, the Council has never expressed a straightforward and 

transparent vote, raising controversy by its members, as in the case of Prince Talal, who resigned 

in November 2011 following the nomination of bin Nayef's as crown prince. 

In order to obtain the result of June 21, it was necessary to amend some of the articles of the 1990 

Basic Government Law, by amending the original criterion of succession from the horizontal to the 

vertical principle, ending the line of succession between brothers - in force since 1933 - in favour of 

that between father and son. 

No deputy crown prince was nominated, as it usually happens, provoking perplexity and provoking 

the suspicion of both a difficulty in choosing and the will of potential candidates to assume office. 

 

How is Saudi Arabia now changing? 

Appointing a Crown Prince is usually a formal and symbolic act in Saudi Arabia as in any other 

monarchical system. The nomination act simply formalizes the indication of the dynastic transition, 

preparing the successor to throne through a more or less prolonged period of "assistance" to the 

kingdom. 

This is not the case; however, of what happened with the appointment of Mohammad bin Salman, 

in the light of the circumstances that characterize his role and his appointment as a crown prince. 

Most of the indiscretions that now leak from the non-tightness control over the royal palace agree to 

suggest that the state of health of the sovereign may be deteriorating, justifying the prolonged 

periods of absence from the palace as consequences of the therapies to which it would be subjected. 

The appointment of Mohammad bin Salman to the rank of heir to the throne, therefore, would 

constitute a real rise at the top of the power, administered at this point by the crown prince in the 

name and on behalf of the sovereign, which increasingly seems to be accessible only to his son. 

The construction of this "anticipated" transition would be planned and realized by the sovereign, long 

aware of his precarious state of health, intent on preventing consolidation both from the historical 

group of Sudairis and other family trees. 

The overall strategy of this political transition is, in general terms, to prevent - even before it occurs 

- any hypothesis of political evolution managed by the second generation, ideally represented in this 

case by the former Crown Prince Mohammad bin Nayef - which would generationally represent plus 

a hinge that is not a true second-generation exponent. 

It is Iran to represent today the "problem" for the majority of Saudi royals, which interprets Tehran’s 

politics as an expansive, aggressive and hegemonic manner throughout the region, with a spatial 

expansion both through the Shiite communities, widely present within most of the Gulf countries, and 

territorially. 

The Islamic Republic of Iran was then transformed into Riyadh's strategic planning circles in a real 

threat and, in order to cope with the risk of its rise, it was decided that no account should be taken 

regarding the costs involved in defining the operations that ideally they should lead for the 

containment of Tehran's role. 
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This vision, which is not entirely shared among the second-generation members, has somehow been 

able to entertain relations with Iran, believing that there are no such threatening factors as that 

outlined by the youngest exponents of the Saudi court. 

The pragmatism of the second generation, and the cautious relationship adopted with Iran long ago 

- in a nutshell until the death of Hashemi Rafsanjani, who has always been a direct interlocutor of 

the Saudis - have therefore been denounced as a real threats to the security of the state by the third 

generation, implementing a strategy of marginalization and exclusion. 

The first generation of power, however, played an extremely modest role in this transition 

competition, no longer able to express elements capable of real leadership, especially as a result of 

the age of its very few components. 

The clash, in fact, divided only two younger generations into a competition for the control of the 

kingdom built on a narrative of fear and risk likely to be instrumental to the interests of the most 

radical components of the Saudi power system. 

The third-generation political project and that of Mohammad bin Salman - entirely shared by the 

homologous institutional figure of Abu Dhabi, the crown Prince Mohammad Al Nahyan - is therefore 

to consolidate the power of the kingdom through an interventionist policy, the need for a widespread 

confrontation with the country's existential threats (Iran first of all), striking its interests wherever 

possible and necessary. 

This is the strategy that has allowed both the intervention in the conflict in Yemen and the support of 

Islamic formations that place themselves as an "opposition" to the Bashar al Asad regime in Syria, 

and in a different form in supporting - mainly under the form of financial aid and loans - a large 

number of countries in the region, which in this way contribute to the interests and strategies of 

Riyadh. 

This strategy, however, has had important consequences on the Saudi government's cabinet, which 

has reduced its reserves by about 30% from 2013 to today. 

Not so much brilliant, at least so far, has been the launch of the economic and energy diversification 

program announced by Mohammad bin Salman as a target for 2030. International markets have 

shown little interest in the project, believing its success and high cost development and that of 

medium to long-term financing, where interest rates on investments in Saudi Arabia remain very 

high. 

In order to meet the Saudi planning budget requirements, the government intends to market 5% of 

the Saudi Aramco oil company through a risky operation in New York City - the other being London 

- in as a result of the possible class action ever threatened by the families of the victims of September 

11, 2001. 

The management of the operation, to be made possible, must be backed by guarantees (formal and 

not) by the United States, in order to prevent its rapid collapse, or even the damage caused by the 

legal action of the relatives of the victims. 

The last, delicate and controversial aspect of the vision of power by the third generation is that of the 

role of the clergy and its relationship with the crown and royal family. 

The clergy and the Saudi crown have historically been merged through mutual interest, through 

which the Ulema community legitimizes the crown and its power and crown against the legitimacy of 

the sacredness of political power through the role of the clergy, whose sustenance generously 

provides, while funding the doctrinal spread of much of the Islamic world. 

The respect of this balance has never been the subject of debate or revision since the birth of the 

kingdom, consolidating the mutual capacity of both, and defining a framework of internal stability that 

is essentially never endangered by events. 
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Mohammad bin Salman's opponents accuse him, however, of a controversy that would lead to the 

endangering of this historical - as complex and delicate - balance in relations with the clergy, 

accusing him of defining a new framework of alliances dictated by the prominent figure of King.  

A plan, according to some, is not only impossible to realize but also potentially capable of destroying 

the balance of relations, freeing forces that has never been experienced in the Saudi kingdom, which 

could lead to the deflagration of the religious issue. 

The danger evoked by the opponents of the young heir to the throne, therefore, is that of a conflict 

with the Ulema community, from which it could achieve a conflict of religious nature, in addition to 

the delegitimization of the royal family and the same monarchical institution. 

The interest of Mohammad bin Salman, however, seems to be that of generating consensus in the 

younger generation of Saudi through the consolidation - more apparent than substance - of social 

and economic reforms. 

While on the one hand the new strategy is, and will continue to be, built on the strengthening of 

crown authoritarianism, on the other, the young heir to the throne believes that it is possible to win 

the support of the Saudi youth mass through a program of social reforms that will alleviate the 

looming pressure of the system on a generation that calls for a loud voice and greater freedom. 

Mohammad bin Salman could therefore be prepared to promulgate laws to give more space to 

youthful institutions, gaining support and generating the feeling of a generational political change 

with great innovations. 

This, moreover, could strengthen its role and diminish the relevance of the clergy and the complex 

system of balances that, through the Ulema community, legitimize the kingdom and its sovereign. 
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The regional dimension of the Gulf crisis in Somalia and the Horn of 

Africa 

 
The Gulf Crisis and the Horn of Africa 

Following declaration of a land and sea blockade by Saudi Arabia and the EAU against the state of 

Qatar at the beginning of June, the two Gulf monarchies immediately approached their partners in 

the Horn of Africa in order to persuade them to stand against Doha. Not surprisingly, local responses 

varied according to the degree of economic and diplomatic links developed by each country in the 

region with Riad and Abu Dhabi: Eritrea, Djibouti and the separatist republic of Somaliland took the 

side of the EAU and Saudi Arabia, while Ethiopia and Somalia maintained a more equidistant 

position and embraced Kuwait's efforts to achieve a compromise between the two sides of the 

dispute. To a large extent, this diplomatic line-up overlaps with the map of military cooperation 

agreements signed by Saudi Arabia and the EAU in the last few months: Eritrea has hosted a military 

base of the UAEs in Assab since 2015; Djibouti is at an advanced stage of talks with Riad to host a 

new Saudi military installation on its territory; Somaliland, on the other hand, has recently finalized 

an agreement for construction of another military base in Berbera, where the UAE armed forces will 

have exclusive access to airport infrastructures. 

The posture of Ethiopia, in turn, is partly the negative outcome of the aggressive foreign policy 

performed by the two Gulf monarchies in the Horn. In principle, Addis Ababa was one of the main 

candidates to join the grievances of Riad and Abu Dhabi against Qatar's dangerous relations with 

Islamic armed movements and the editorial policy of its broadcasting industry. In 2008, the Ethiopian 

government broke relations with Doha due to the ties between the Emirate and some Somali radical 

Islamist factions, but also because of the large media coverage provided by Al Jazeera to the uprising 

in the Somali Regional State, where the Ogaden National Liberation Front was waging an armed 

insurgency against the federal government. Over the past two years, however, the geometry of 

regional alignments has changed dramatically. The Ethiopian government did not welcome the 

decision of the EAU and Saudi Arabia to provide financial assistance to Eritrea in exchange for the 

rent of Assab, since this move sanctioned the end of the Ethiopian enemy’s diplomatic isolation on 

the regional stage. Tensions with Abu Dhabi have increased in the last month after completion of 

the agreement for the establishment of a military base at Berbera. In this case, the military 

infrastructure is perceived in some Ethiopian government circles as a possible entry point for hostile 

forces such as Egypt, a close ally of the EAU but also the main regional competitor of Ethiopia on 

the Nile issue. 

The alignments between the two shores of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden do not match the 

geometry of alliances on the regional scale but rather challenge it, with the result that the Gulf crisis 

translated in renewed tensions between neighbouring countries in the Horn. Following 

announcement that Eritrea welcomed the Saudi initiative, Qatar withdrew the peace-keeping troops 

deployed at the frontier between Eritrea and Djibouti since 2010, prompting the immediate 

occupation of Ras Dumeira Mountains by the Eritrean army. Asmara’s move immediately provoked 

the harsh reaction of Djibouti1. The former French colony originally condemned what it deemed to 

be the illegal occupation of contested borderlands and threatened to deploy its own armed forces to 

                                                        
1  L. Puddu, Le ripercussioni della crisi del Golfo sul Corno d’Africa. http://www.africamedioriente.com/2017/06/22/le-

ripercussioni-della-crisi-del-golfo-sul-corno-dafrica/ 
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regain the lost territories, then called for the intervention of the African Union (UA) in the form of a 

new peace-keeping mission.   

Tensions on the Djibouti-Eritrea border prompted the mobilization of part of the Ethiopian troops 

stationed along the northern border with Eritrea, which were gradually moved northward in order to 

protect Djibouti’s south-western flank. Although Eritrea has declared that it does not have any 

territorial ambition and is ready to solve the dispute peacefully under the mediation of Qatar, the 

memory of the June 2016 clashes between Ethiopia and Eritrea is a hint of how political tensions 

between central governments in the capitals can quickly translate in military setbacks at the frontier. 

 

Somalia 

As much as Ethiopia, Somalia also decided not to join Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic offensive against 

Qatar. Nevertheless, in contrast with the wait and see position adopted by Addis Ababa, the decision 

of Mogadishu was not costless neither limited to an exercise of rhetoric. According to some 

broadcasters, Mogadishu rejected an $ 80 million Saudi aid proposal conditioned to the 

condemnation of Qatar: a sum that would account for almost 80% of the federal budget in 2015.  

In the following days, the Somali government further defined its diplomatic position by making its 

airspace available to Qatar Airways aircraft and thus allowing the company to bypass the air 

blockade impose by neighbouring countries. 

The net choice of the federal government is partly the result of the strong relations developed by 

Somalia with Qatar and Turkey in recent times. The Turkish government made large investments in 

the reconstruction of Mogadishu and the modernization of the capital’s port and airport, now operated 

by Turkish companies. The privileged relationship between Turkey and Somalia has been further 

confirmed by the visit of President Mohamed Abhullahi Mohamed to Ankara in April and the 

announcement of the opening of a Turkish military base in Mogadishu, where a contingent of about 

300 soldiers will provide training to the Somali armed forces 2. The same argument is valid for the 

Emir of Qatar, one of the main financial supporters of Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed's 2017 electoral 

campaign. The friendship between the current Somali federal government and Doha was reiterated 

at the beginning of June after nomination of former Al Jazeera journalist Fahad Yasin – who is 

deemed to be very close to Qatar – at the head of the presidential staff at Villa Somalia. 

Another factor that accounted for Mogadishu’s decision to take the side of Qatar is the tense 

relationship that has developed between the new federal government and the UAE since the rise to 

power of the former. Bilateral grievances were initially fuelled by Abu Dhabi's support to the other 

major candidate to the presidential seat, the former President Sheikh Mohamud. Tensions grew in 

intensity following announcement of the agreement between the Emirates and Somaliland 

concerning construction of a military base and freight terminal in Berbera. Mohamed Abdullahi 

Mohamed strongly resented the EAU’s decision to enter into a 30-year deal with an entity without 

international recognition and claimed by Mogadishu as an integral part of its national territory, with 

the result that the UAE ambassador to Mogadishu was temporarily recalled to Abu Dhabi. 

The policy followed by the UAE and the public-owned company DP World in recent months has, in 

fact, elevated Abu Dhabi to the rank of nemesis of the nationalist project pursued by the new federal 

presidency. If Turkey's aid policy was mainly focused on Mogadishu, the Emirates on the contrary 

offered development aid programs and forged preferential diplomatic relations with a wide array of 

actors at the regional and sub-regional level, with the side effect of hindering the bargaining power 

of the central government against its multiple peripheries. The Somaliland case is only part of a wider 

strategic puzzle that involved the north-eastern administration of Puntland and the southern 

administration of South West.  

                                                        
2  https://www.dailysabah.com/diplomacy/2017/05/25/turkish-ambassador-to-somalia-olgan-bekar-turkey-helping-build-

state-military-infrastructure-from-scratch 



The regional dimension of the Gulf crisis in Somalia and the Horn of Africa 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue III 41 

In Puntland, Abu Dhabi generously funded the Puntland Intelligence Agency (PIA), an armed 

formation under direct authority of the regional presidency. In the last two years the UAE have also 

provided equipment and training to Puntland Maritime Service (PMS), a coastguard stationed in 

Bosaso3 . It should be pointed out, however, that military training was not provided directly by the 

UAE armed forces but was brokered through the private military company Sterling Corporate Service 

owned by Erik Prince, former co-founder of Blackwater3. Support to the Bosaso-centered PMS was 

aimed at paving the way for another business deal between DP World and the regional 

administration of Puntland, which just awarded a long term concession to DP World for construction 

of a new trading hub in the port city of Bosaso a few weeks ago. 

In the case of both Somaliland and Puntland, it is difficult to draw a clear line between business and 

politics. In the case of Puntland, intergovernmental support to the PIA and the PMS facilitated the 

award of the Bosaso concession to DP World, while the thirty-year military base lease in Somaliland 

would not have been feasible without the parallel commitment of DP World to build a new port and 

embark on an ambitious infrastructure development program in the surrounding of Berbera.  

The latter conclusion has been confirmed by Somaliland's Foreign Minister, Saad Ali Shire: originally 

among the main opponents to the hypothesis of granting a military base for fear of the diplomatic 

repercussions on the relationship with Somaliland’s historical ally, Ethiopia, Shire has recently 

motivated his shift in light of the economic benefits that DP World-Berbera will bring into his own 

country4. 

DP World's investment strategy apparently seems to be driven by a rationale that goes beyond the 

mere logic of capital accumulation. Indeed, this modus operandi has been interpreted by Mogadishu 

as an attempt to the prerogatives of the central government at a time when negotiations between 

federal and regional institutions on the future distribution of the Somali armed forces and the 

assignment of surplus extractions and natural resource exploitation prerogatives are under way. 

Tensions between the federal government and regional administrations over management of 

financial flows from the UAE became apparent after Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed’s decision to 

reject the Saudi bid against Qatar. Mogadishu's policy has triggered reactions from the ruling elite of 

those regional states that entertain preferential relations with Abu Dhabi, such as the former 

President of Puntland and former federal presidency candidate Abdirahman Farole or the senator 

and head of the Foreign Affairs and Investment Committee of the Abdirazaq Osman Hasan, known 

as "Jurile". The former did not hesitate to denounce the strategic mistake of Mogadishu, then inviting 

Abdullahi Mohamed to take the side of Saudi Arabia. Jurile, on his part, argued that the interest of 

Somalia is inextricably linked to that of Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, given the weight of the Saudi market 

for export of Somali livestock and the importance of the UAE's aid program to the national 

economy 5. The position of the two parliamentarians was picked up by several media from Puntland, 

which immediately gave large echo to the dangerous ties entertained by Doha with Islamic armed 

groups operating in Somalia6. 

The UAE went forward in their efforts to forge closer contacts with Somali regional elites following 

the federal government's refusal to break relations with Qatar. On June 12, the regional president of 

South West, Hassan Sheikh Adan, was reportedly visiting Abu Dhabi for the purpose of discussing 

                                                        
3  http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/05/world/africa/private-army-leaves-troubled-legacy-in-

somalia.html?mtrref=undefined 
4  https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2017/5/30/uae-base-in-somaliland-soon-to-launch-military-operations; 

https://www.africaintelligence.com/ION/power-brokers/2017/02/10/saad-ali-shire-the-minister-who-opposes-the-uae-
base,108211338-ART  

5  http://somaliamediamonitoring.org/june-13-2017-morning-headlines/ 
6  http://puntlandi.com/former-qatars-intelligence-chief-qatar-has-been-secretly-assisting-militant-islamist-groups-in-

several-countries-in-africa-including-somalia-eritrea-and-egypt/ 

https://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_f#footnote3
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2017/5/30/uae-base-in-somaliland-soon-to-launch-military-operations
https://www.africaintelligence.com/ION/power-brokers/2017/02/10/saad-ali-shire-the-minister-who-opposes-the-uae-base,108211338-ART
https://www.africaintelligence.com/ION/power-brokers/2017/02/10/saad-ali-shire-the-minister-who-opposes-the-uae-base,108211338-ART
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another freight terminal project in joint venture with DP World in the coastal town of Barawe, about 

200 KM south of Mogadishu.  

At the beginning of July, in addition, an Emirate delegation landed in Somaliland to finalize the 

agreement for DP World-Berbera project and the attached military base.7 

The envisaged Barawe project is another litmus test of the causal link between DP World’s foreign 

direct investments and the reconfiguration of center-periphery relations within the Somali 

geographical space. A few days after Hassan Sheikh Adan's visit to Abu Dhabi, another private 

security company led by Erik Prince – Frontier Service Group – announced the sign of a cooperation 

agreement with the South-West state for the supply of logistic and security services at protection of 

the envisaged Barawe Free Trade Zone. 8  As much as in the case of Puntland, the special 

relationship with the UAE and its associated business groups is suitable to put Sheikh Adan in the 

position of obtaining access to military aid without the intermediation of Mogadishu, thereby 

challenging the supposed supremacy of the federal government in the management of foreign 

relations and the projection of military force within the perimeter of national boundaries. 

 

Possible consequences of the Gulf crisis on the federal government's political agenda. 

The federal government’s uninterrupted dependence from foreign aid makes its political agenda and 

ability to address the peace process closely linked to the ups and down of the relationship between 

Mogadishu and international donors.  The diplomatic stalemate in the Arabian peninsula makes no 

exception: the skyrocketing growth of financial flows from Gulf countries to Somalia in recent years 

is likely to have far reaching consequences on the wealth of the federal government coffers and, 

therefore, the chance of success for the presidency of Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed. 

In the realm of non-military aid, the Gulf monarchies have an important but not crucial place in the 

hierarchy of international donors, albeit the ranking is still dominated by Western countries with Great 

Britain ranked second after the European Commission. The further deterioration of the relationship 

with the UAE and Saudi Arabia would not remain without consequences, since nowadays Riad is a 

major donor in terms of direct contribution to the current state budget9 . The UAE, according to 

estimates of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Abu Dhabi not confirmed by the Somali government, 

are a major donor of Mogadishu with an estimate $ 45 million of non-military aid granted through 

public and private channels in 2015 9. Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that a reduction of 

foreign aid flows from Saudi Arabia and the UAE could be counterbalanced by a corresponding 

increase from Turkey and Qatar, at least in the short term. Ankara, together with Saudi Arabia and 

the World Bank, is already the first donor of the federal government in terms of direct budget support, 

while the Emir Al Thani committed himself to increase Qatar’s financial support to the federal 

institutions in occasion of a meeting with Abdullahi Mohamed at the end of May. 

It is, rather, in the security sector that the Gulf crisis could have a longstanding impact. To date, 

although nearly all of the federal government’s public spending is devoted to maintenance of the 

army. Nevertheless, military budget remains largely dependent on financial assistance from 

international donors, which have established separated systems for the payment of wages to Somali 

soldiers 10. In the current scenario, the United States, the European Union and Great Britain are 

responsible for half the stipend of about 13,000 soldiers and 8,000 members of the police force, 

                                                        
7  https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-05-24/u-a-e-may-fly-warplanes-from-somalia-as-it-expands-africa-

reach 
8  http://uk.mobile.reuters.com/article/idUKKBN19D1BC; http://www.marketwatch.com/story/contract-win---fsg-selected-

by-south-west-state-of-somalia-free-zone-investment-authority-to-provide-logistics-aviation-and-security-services-
2017-06-22  

9  United Arab Emirates, Ministry for Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, UAE Foreign Aid 2015, Abu Dhabi, 
2016, p. 140. Disponibile a: https://www.mofa.gov.ae/SiteCollectionDocuments/UAEFAR/E2015.pdf 

10  United Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia and the World Bank, Somalia Security and Justice Public Expenditure 
Review, Report No. AUS 8353, January 2017, p. 98. 

https://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_f#footnote9
http://uk.mobile.reuters.com/article/idUKKBN19D1BC
http://www.marketwatch.com/story/contract-win---fsg-selected-by-south-west-state-of-somalia-free-zone-investment-authority-to-provide-logistics-aviation-and-security-services-2017-06-22
http://www.marketwatch.com/story/contract-win---fsg-selected-by-south-west-state-of-somalia-free-zone-investment-authority-to-provide-logistics-aviation-and-security-services-2017-06-22
http://www.marketwatch.com/story/contract-win---fsg-selected-by-south-west-state-of-somalia-free-zone-investment-authority-to-provide-logistics-aviation-and-security-services-2017-06-22
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while the UAE meet the cost of about 10,000 soldiers deployed in the central regions of Galmudug 

and Middle-Lower Shebelle11. Accordingly, a sudden decision by the UAE to quit their financial 

assistance program to the army would have immediate consequences on the unity of the Somali 

National Army (SNA) and the degree of loyalty of the Somali armed forces to orders from Mogadishu. 

Such a risk is further aggravated by the fact that the federal government is currently unable to meet 

its residual financial commitments: in 2015 alone, arrears owed to civil servants and military officers 

still amounted to $ 65 million, which amount to more than 50% of the overall public budget. 

The various cases of protests staged in the streets of Mogadishu in the first half of 2017 by Somali 

soldiers demanding the payment of their stipend clearly show the precariousness of the line of 

command within the SNA. The recent clashes erupted at the beginning of June between units of the 

army struggling for asserting control over humanitarian aid supplies in Baidoa are an additional proof 

of how soldiers may rapidly turn to illegal roadblocks and pillaging in the event the federal 

government should be unable to meet its duties. 

It is no wonder, then, if gradual emancipation from international aid flows and greater internal 

resource mobilization are among the main goals of the new presidency. Data from the World Bank 

on the composition of Somalia’s public budget since 2012, however, highlight the obstacles the 

federal government is going to meet on this path: government spending has increased from $ 35 

million in 2012 to $ 135 million in 2015 but even if revenues increased by 36% between 2014 and 

2015, they still lagged behind at $ 114 million. Financial statements also confirm the extreme 

difficulty in collecting direct taxes from the local population and the over-reliance on indirect taxes.  

In 2015, revenues from international trade accounted for 62% of the total while fees from the leasing 

of Mogadishu port and airport to Turkish companies accounted for another 28%: personal and 

corporate income, on the other hand, accounted for less than 2% of total revenues12. . In a situation 

of over-reliance on the international system for revenue mobilization and surplus extraction, control 

of strategic infrastructural junctures and foreign trade flows has become a top priority in the federal 

government's economic agenda. For this reason, UAE attempts to promote new free trade zones 

and alternative marketing outlets through independent agreements with each regional administration 

do not represent only an abstract violation of the federal government’s supposed sovereign 

prerogatives, but an actual challenge to the restoration of a strong central authority based in 

Mogadishu.  

The consolidation of the foreign policy axis with Qatar, on the other hand, may become a useful 

asset in the domestic political arena, where Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed is trying to promote 

national reconciliation with the more nationalist factions of Al Shabaab. Doha has developed close 

ties with Islamist groups in Somalia since 2006, the year of the rise to the power of the Islamic 

Courts. Qatar was among the main facilitators of the negotiations that led to the formation of the 

opposition group Alliance for Re-liberation of Somalia (ARS), and later on struggled to extend the 

transitional government of Somalia in order to include prominent figures from the armed opposition 

such as the leader of Hizbul Islam, Hassan Dahir Aweys. After the election of Sheikh Mohamud in 

2013, Doha gradually strengthened the relationship with the new federal government13.  

The privileged relations between Doha and the Islamic opposition may facilitate the success of 

Mohammed Abdullahi Mohamed's amnesty policy in favour of Al Shabaab fighters who decide to lay 

down their weapons.  

                                                        
11  United Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia and the World Bank, Somalia Security and Justice Public Expenditure 

Review, Report No. AUS 8353, January 2017, p. 101. 
12  United Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia and the World Bank, Somalia Security and Justice Public Expenditure 

Review, Report No. AUS 8353, January 2017, p. 25. 
13  Muhamed H. Gaas, Stig J. Hansen, “Qatari Involvement in the Horn of Africa: a King-Maker and a Successful 

Mediator?”, in: Stig J. Hansen (ed.), Religion, Prestige and Windows of Opportunity? Qatari Peace Making and 
Foreign Policy Engagement, Noragric Working Paper 48, Ottobre 2013. 
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In fact, this strategy has paved the way for the surrender of several senior Al Shabaab officers so 

far, most notably the former speaker-person Mukhtar Robow. Robow has been excluded from the 

United States Treasury Department's reward list on June 23rd following pressure from Mogadishu: 

a move that has alerted other Al Shabaab factions which were worried about a possible defection, 

with the result that the Somali army is currently deployed in the surrounding of the Al Shabaab 

leader’s stronghold in Hudur with the duty to protect him in case of attack from other Islamic 

groups 14 . Robow's resignation would have a symbolic and military significance for President 

Abdullahi Mohamed, as it would certify the success of his counter-insurgency strategy. Above all, it 

would allow the federal government to pacify part of the hinterland in central Somalia, where Robow 

maintains a strong aura of legitimacy thanks to his political excursus and the influence of his own 

clan, the Rahanwein. 

 

 

                                                        
14  https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2017-06-30/somalia-islamist-insurgency-splits-as-loyalty-of-key-

commander-wavers 
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Russia, lasting power in the Mediterranean 

 
Nearly two years after the start of operations in Syria – which were initially decided (September 30, 

2015) to provide aerial coverage to Damascus military operations, against opposition groups - 

Moscow has gradually strengthened its positions in Syrian ports and airfields, passing (not so veiled) 

from having a support engagement to the establishment of a permanent presence. The Institute for 

the Study of War outlined the Russian military presence in the Mediterranean, drawing an overall 

picture of resources, displacement and use of new equipment. Thus, on July 5, 2017, 15 Russian 

warships were located in the Tartus port (on the Syrian coasts) as part of a permanent Mediterranean 

MTF, following an agreement signed in January 2017 with President Bashar al Assad, which 

provides for a 49 years lease. On May 31 and June 23, Russian naval ships launched two series of 

Kalibr cruise missiles against Syrian soil on Islamic State sites, demonstrating the ability to run a 

combined assault on an area with ongoing fighting by using land and sea observation posts. ISW 

points out that the Syrian conflict offers Russia the chance to test its own arsenal (including 

supersonic anti-ship missiles P-800 Onyx) and to sharpen its use on different scenarios, while 

developing capabilities for coordinated attacks. Russian military authorities argued that they have 

also conducted several operational and logistic exercises near the Libyan and Egyptian coasts. In 

this context, the MTF continues to receive the most advanced warships equipped with medium and 

long range cruise missiles for ground and sea attacks. 

 

 
 

Russian military presence in the eastern Mediterranean. Source: Institute for the Study of War (ISW) 

 

Currently, the level of conflict in the Syrian scenario remains high and the Russian military presence 

in support of Damascus is therefore aiming to become a constant in a scenario far from possible 

policy solutions. In such a context, however, the meetings of the dialogue format opened at the end 

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001kyk-iB6XY6vql9ZxvQjgzB74-Nw1uqaTTu37xmLsNsRaJgGDCB6TkYKK1CXpRYn0QCw_Z0vIlYZ-UhvHsmux5HeWI26_YWCujJlnnT4xslgYClfGCuFurevxR3fuRUtKeZnDcoadW8H5gN5hp0w-2oP1FX-RnJrgKsemfOscZPDAFj8tPIF_E0GGgzqu1ws7183XD5_gUKoZkn5NjRQVGgaMKytnYpzGL6wAl3PsPBVf5Uv_7OP_QKuoqFSwmx6NyvoSc_1ti5WbY-72ZLINyM5clqC27G0nxLtHTghCrrJ4X6GK99l8GY4gYT2T3EnCnRFzVjue49AQ3z9Nijpb3zyu5Soae65COMfza3cptnVluitcA3ufvQ0mKo5yRCNwCOumbjnNwkahlqLSUVI5ZH031Xgds7Ro&c=kWu08BvL5kVNpXQtUAKP3eOrGh0liu_94g72suQSKi1g8z-_qJNqnQ==&ch=gUc9OVf4OY1Pd7AOMPGTbU0XcoU3vTjadf5-dWogL5vCVDal8v3wzw==
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of January in Kazakhstan, known as the Astana Process (promoted by Russia, Turkey and Iran) 

continue in order to achieve an enduring ceasefire. 

On July 4-, for the fifth time the delegations of Russia, Turkey, Iran (as guarantor countries of the 

ceasefire), the Damascus government and the Syrian opposition army representatives, met with the 

United Nations Special Envoy for Syria (Staffan de Mistura) and observers from Jordan and the 

United States. The meeting followed the results reached at the previous meeting of May 4, when an 

agreement for the creation of de-escalation areas on Syrian territory was signed, although still 

lacking detailed discipline and definition of responsibilities. The four de-escalation areas are: Idlib 

(north); an area north of Homs; much of the area east of Ghouta and Southeast of Syria. In the final 

statement of the Astana July meeting, Russia, Turkey and Iran have reaffirmed their commitment to 

strengthening the ceasefire and helping to create a climate of trust between the parties involved in 

the conflict. This last point would seem to be the key point for a successful de-escalation initiative. 

Although in general agreeing on the principle of the establishment of such areas, the Syrian 

opposition has declared its disagreement with the proposal for and armed control led by Iranian 

forces, as Iran fights alongside government troops. Turkey also required more time to better define 

a land separation between the Damascus and the opposition forces. 

The joint monitoring group overseeing the definition and management of de-escalation areas plans 

a meeting in Iran in August, while the next meeting of the Astana Process is established by the end 

of August. 

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan were called by Russia to intervene directly in the Syrian conflict as 

observers of ceasefire in de-escalation areas. This possibility - which was proposed on June 22 by 

Vladimir Shamanov, former commander of the Russian air force and chairman of the Defense 

Committee at the Duma - should have been resumed at Astana talks but did not find the parties 

ready to join. According to some sources, Russia could alternatively involve all members of the 

CSTO as monitors (Eurasia Daily Monitor, July 10). 

 

 
Proposed de-escalation zones. Source: Gulf News 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Considering that Russia will stay in Syria for the medium to long term, even in the case of a 

stabilization of the Syrian scenario, its presence will be a fundamental variable for the definition of 

the regional and Mediterranean equilibrium in the broadest sense. Counting on a credible military 

capacity as well as on military partners throughout the North-Africa region, Russia seeks to 

consolidate itself as a needle of scale not only in defining the Syrian and Middle East security 
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framework, but also as an indispensable reference for transit in trade and strategic channels such 

as, for example, Suez and the Strait of Hormuz.  

Hence, the need to carefully consider the delicate co-presence of the United States in the same 

regional scenario, given the possibility of re-generating (even beyond the ongoing conflict) constant 

tensions and possible reciprocal provocations such as those occurring frequently with NATO along 

the western border of Russia. 

In addition, Russia's promotion of Syria's negotiating solution (which Kazakhstan has agreed to host 

and coordinate in logistics terms) puts Moscow ahead of the UN Geneva-based peace initiative 

(which the Astana Process aims to support and facilitate), creating a parallel opportunity for a 

diplomatic dialogue. 

 

Events: 

● Pakistan and India in the SCO. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization's Astana Summit (8-9 

June) marked the first membership enlargement to Pakistan and India. SCO is the organization for 

security and cooperation, which has been ruling Russia's and China's interest in the Eurasian space 

for the last 16 years. With the entry of new members, SCO (including also Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan and Uzbekistan) has become the largest regional organization in the world. 

 

● The EU is preparing a new strategy for Central Asia. According to what was announced at the 

Foreign Ministers summit in Luxembourg (June 19th), 10 years after the first Central Asia Strategy, 

the European Union is studying a new political-economic- social agenda for the region, which should 

be issued by the end of 2019. The areas of intervention reported in the Council's conclusions are: 

human rights (including gender issues), good governance, the rule of law and the independence of 

the media. Particular attention will also be given to Afghanistan (to contribute to regional stabilization) 

and to energy (for an extension of the Southern Gas Corridor, which joins Azerbaijan and Europe). 

 

● A new Russian base in southern Kyrgyzstan? During the 5-day visit by President Almazbek 

Atambaev in Moscow (June 19-24), the Russian military presence in Kyrgyzstan has been widely 

discussed. Currently, Russia holds the Kant air base (near Bishkek) but, in view of its possible 

upgrading, Atambaev has proposed to President Putin the opening of a new military structure in the 

south of the country where security forces are facing the threats coming from Afghanistan. Since the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia shares with Central Asia the same security problems. While 

there are still no official pronouncements about Atambaev's request, Moscow has already expressed 

its commitment to further strengthening its military presence in Tajikistan, where it has been holding 

a armored division for 20 years. Until June 2014, in Kyrgyzstan there were also US military forces, 

based in Manas (30km from Bishkek), which has been used as a transit center and logistics support 

for operations in Afghanistan. In addition to discussing security issues, Putin and Atambaev have 

signed numerous agreements on migration (hundreds of thousands of Kirghiz are working in Russia), 

public health and finance.  

 

● New railway corridors between the South Caucasus and Eastern Europe. On June 19, a 

meeting between the heads of railways of Azerbaijan, Iran, Georgia, Ukraine and Poland - as part of 

the South-West Transport Corridor launched in 2016 within the Trans Caspian International Route 

project - was held in Baku. The parties have concluded a new protocol to develop co-operation 

opportunities along the south-west route (i.e., via Iran, Azerbaijan and Georgia, and then, crossing 

the Black Sea, again from Ukraine to Poland), with the aim of increasing and optimizing the transit 

and transport capacities of the existing railway.  
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The parties have decided that the South East Co-coordinating Council will be based in Baku, while 

the work group on the project will be located in Iran. Besides the railway infrastructure program which 

is developing in the Eurasian space in connection with the Chinese One Belt One Road system, also 

the South Caucasus launches its own initiative geared towards the West, with Poland and Ukraine 

eligible to become new European hub of future interconnections. 

 

● Still high tension along the western border of Russia. On June 21, during a visit to Kaliningrad, 

Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu said that due to the intensification of NATO's military activity on 

Russia's western borders and the exercises conducted in the Baltic Sea region, Moscow will increase 

its military presence along its western side, with 20 new units that will be deployed by the end of 

2017, in addition the exercises already planned with Belarus. Russian television and several news 

agencies spread the news of a NATO F-16 escorting the plane on which Shoigu was traveling to 

Kaliningrad. The NATO-Russia Council held on July 13 discussed about how to reduce tension in 

the presence of both Russian and the Alliance aircrafts in the Baltic skies. While Russia declares to 

regulate military flights in accordance with international discipline, NATO denounces dozens of 

airspace constraints in member countries airspace, as well as refusing Russian pilots to respond to 

air traffic controller requests for identification. 

 

● The "Prague Dialogue" between Russia and Georgia. On July 7, in Prague a meeting between 

Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Grigori Karasin and the special envoy of Georgia's Prime Minister 

Zurab Abashidze was held in the framework of the so-called "Prague Dialogue", the only diplomatic 

channel between Moscow and Tbilisi after the August 2008 conflict. The (failed) goal of the meeting 

was to establish a commercial transit corridor between Russia and the occupied/separatist territories 

of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, which are considered by Moscow very important in order to create 

an alternative trade route in South Caucasus in the event of a worsening of the Nagorno Karabakh 

conflict. Russia maintains a continued military pressure on Georgia, lastly with military maneuvers in 

Abkhazia (since June 30, lasting for two weeks) and with the movement of soldiers close to the 

administrative border with South Ossetia (reported on July 4). 

 

● High tension in Nagorno Karabakh. The Armenian separatist enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh is 

still cause of tension between Erevan and Baku. On July 11, Co-Presidents of the Minsk Group 

(Ambassadors Igor Popov-Russian Federation, Stephane Visconti-France Richard Hoagland-United 

States) met with Azerbaijani Foreign Ministers Elmar Mammadyarov and Armenian, Edward 

Nalbandian, to discuss how to proceed to a new approach for a conflict resolution, agreeing for a 

forthcoming meeting at the margins of the United Nations General Assembly scheduled for 

September in New York. The small region, which is part of Azerbaijan's territory, is inhabited almost 

entirely by an Armenian population. In the 1980s, with the weakening of the Soviet system, Nagorno 

Karabakh attempted annexation to Armenia and declared its independence in 1991. Between 1988 

and 1994, there was a conflict broke out between the local army and Azerbaijan's armed forces, 

intending to resume control over that region. Since 1994, the year of the ceasefire declaration, the 

OSCE has pledged to try a negotiating solution through of the Minsk Group, formed by Russia, the 

United States and France. The initiative has, however, proved to be a failure. At present, Nagorno 

Karabakh enjoys substantial autonomy over the Baku authorities, and despite the repeated 

ceasefires declared over the years, clashes continue, although low, with sporadic victims and 

intensification of war activities recovered since 2014. An eventual aggravation of the security 

framework could jeopardize a fundamental area for the transit of hydrocarbons from Azerbaijan to 

Europe, where the interests of different regional and extra-regional actors are concentrated. 
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● Kazakhstan: deprivation of citizenship to those convicted of crimes against national 

security. On July 11, Kazakhstan's President, Nursultan Nazarbaev, signed a controversial 

legislative measure (passed between May and June by both branches of the parliament), which 

gives the authorities the power to deprive of citizenship those who are sentenced for crimes related 

to terrorism and threat to the security of the state. Specifically, the considered crimes concern: the 

organization and membership of terrorist groups, the threat to interests of vital importance to the 

state, and the plot against the life of the president. 

 

● Meeting of the CSTO in Minsk: cyber crime and new supplies. On July 17, a meeting of the 

Council of Foreign Ministers of the CSTO took place in Minsk. The members discussed, in particular, 

about the contrast to cyber crimes and favorable economic conditions for the sale of military 

equipment to partner countries. The Council also agreed to intensify the work of the Afghanistan 

Working Group and approved a Foreign Security and Security Policy Consultation Plan to be 

implemented from mid 2017 to the first semester of 2018. Founded in 2002, CSTO is a security 

organization consisting of six former Soviet republics (Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Russia and Tajikistan) as successor of the Collective Security Treaty signed in Tashkent in 1992. 

The Organization provides for intervention in favor of a member attacked by another country (in 

accordance with the right to collective self-defense of Article 51 of the United Nations Charter) and 

fosters military cooperation, countering terrorism and foreign policy. 

 

● Meeting of the EU-Uzbekistan Council. On July 17, the first Summit between the European 

Union and Uzbekistan since 2015 has been held, as a sign of the new foreign policy openings 

introduced by the political course of President Shavkat Mirziyaev. Mirziyaev succeeded Islam 

Karimov, who died on September 2, 2016 after having ruled the country since independence. 
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North Korea nuclear escalation: comparing strategies and 

scenarios 

 
In early July, North Korea successfully tested its first intercontinental missile. It is the 10th test since 

the beginning of 2017, but the first test of a missile potentially able to reach Alaska and therefore the 

Unites States (US). Pyongyang television celebrated the successful launch defining it: “a milestone 

for the completion of our nuclear power”, an achievement “marking a breakthrough in our history”. 

The missile fired from Panghyon airport – about 100 km North-West from the capital city – travelled 

930 km in 40 minutes before sinking into Japanese waters. The international community had an 

immediate harsh reaction. Japan moved first, presenting a formal protest against North Korean 

violation of the United Nations (UN) resolutions previously approved. The UN Secretary General 

António Guterres has also reprimanded Pyongyang, stressing that the test represented the 

umpteenth “significant violation of the Security Council resolutions” and a “dangerous escalation of 

the situation”. The UN Secretary General has also invited Kim Jong Un “to avoid more provoking 

actions and to comply with international obligations”. Once again, not only has North Korea shocked 

the world with evidences of its advanced progress in developing missile and nuclear programmes, 

but Pyongyang has also chosen to run a test right before a very important international meeting.  

This time it was the Hamburg G20, scheduled for the first week of July. During the meeting, the US, 

China, Japan and South Korea agreed to organize regular meetings – even besides the formal 

summits – to work on a common strategy to counter Kim Jong Un’s nuclear ambitions.1 

It has been months now that the former members of the Six-Party Talks tried to come together with 

a common strategy to avoid a nuclear escalation in Asia. The Six-Party Talks was the negotiating 

table launched in 2003 to find a sustainable solution to keep the Korean peninsula nuclear-free, 

involving China, the US, Russia, Japan, South and North Korea. While obtaining some 

achievements, the negotiations permanently failed in 2009 right before Kim Jong Un – after 

becoming president – went back to nuclear tests. Even before the Hamburg G20, the political leaders 

of these five countries (it is worth noting the Russia is the least active one at the moment) talked on 

the phone to organize a meeting close to the G20 event to discuss the North Korean issue. 

Unfortunately, the meeting did nothing but confirming the impossibility to solve the Korean crisis in 

such quarrelsome regional context.  

It is now crystal-clear how the North Korean issue today represents a real thorn in the side of China-

US relationship and that the hardship of these two powers to find a common strategy to counter Kim 

Jong Un is progressively giving more space to Japan and South Korea to be even less conciliating. 

Although they have a common aim – avoiding the nuclear escalation in the region – China and the 

US keep managing the crisis in a very different way: while Washington seems more inclined towards 

a hard line (directly threatening Kim Jong Un), Beijing keeps a more cautious approach, fearing that 

provocations might encourage Kim to attack those he considers as enemies. 

The fact that the US, South Korea and Japan were willing to meet to discuss the North Korean 

problem before Hamburg G20 cannot be interpreted as a “collaborative message” vis-à-vis Russia 

or China. While the Japanese leader Shinzo Abe had anticipated his will to ask Xi Jinping and the 

Russian president Vladimir Putin to be “more active” towards Pyongyang, Trump expressed the wish 

                                                        
1  The same thing happened in April, when Pyongyang tested a medium-range ballistic missile right before the meeting 

between Xi Jinping and Donald Trump in Mar-a-Lago and, in May, when Beijing was welcoming representatives of 110 
countries coming to China for the Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation, the most ambitious commercial 
and diplomatic initiative of Xi Jinping’s era. 
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to see China – mentioned as one of the “main allies of North Korea” – pressing more decisively on 

Pyongyang “to stop this nonsense once and for all”.  

However, if the intent of these messages was the one of encouraging China to seat at the table with 

the US, Japan and South Korea to discuss about North Korea, these declarations undoubtedly sorted 

the opposite effect. Yet, it would have been unrealistic to imagine the beginning of a constructive 

dialogue with Beijing in Hamburg a couple of days before Washington announced the intention to 

sanction a Chinese bank allegedly having links with Kim Jong Un’s regime. We are talking about the 

Bank of Dandong, a credit institution accused by the US Treasury Department to have allowed 

Pyongyang the access to its financial aid system, scamming International sanctions.  

According to the American officers, some financial transactions managed by Bank of Dangong were 

meant to increase North Korean budget for its missile programme. The US Treasury also formalized 

direct accusations against two Chinese citizens, allegedly acting on behalf of North Korean 

institutions. Although the Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin made it clear that China would not be 

“punished with the harshest sanctions”, stating that his staff had “constructive dialogues” with Beijing, 

the very act of formalizing direct accusations against a Chinese Bank for alleged links with the North 

Korean missile programme is definitely not a conciliatory move. Nor it was the choice of organizing 

a meeting in Hamburg without China or the one of bringing back to the press the idea of a 

“commercial war” against a country refusing to “help the world stopping North Korean nuclear 

programme”. 

The equilibrium on the Korean peninsula is very complex and hard to resume in a few lines, but there 

are four core elements to bear in mind to understand what is currently happening: direct provocations 

make Kim Jong Un even more unpredictable and less inclined to dialogue; China has lost part of its 

influence on Korea over the last few years while remaining an important partner for the regime; China 

cannot adopt a hard line against such problematic state located at the border to avoid the political 

and economic consequences of a mass exodus of refugees. Finally, if Trump’s intention was the one 

of pressing China to adopt a harder line (similar to the US one) against North Korea, this is an 

agreement impossible to achieve because China cannot use military power to hold off Kim’s regime. 

This means that every time Washington openly threatens Pyongyang, the US increase the instability 

level in the Peninsula while reducing Beijing’s chance to find an acceptable solution. The US attitude 

is therefore quite challenging because what is at stake is a nuclear escalation representing the worst 

scenario for everyone. Furthermore, creating more tension on the Peninsula might result quite 

counterproductive. Russia keeps having a detached attitude but more in line with the Chinese one. 

After the missile test in early July, the Russian vice-minister for Foreign Affairs Serghei Ryabkov 

declared that this fact caused serious “concerns” and gave “new arguments to those looking for more 

reasons for escalating tension”, quite clearly referring to the US. Moreover, Russia sees no other 

“alternatives to a diplomatic solution, a plan with different stages, if we don’t want to find ourselves 

in a situation being out of control and potentially catastrophic”. Conversely, Japan and South Korea 

agree with Trump on the need “to respond to all threats or actions presented by North Korea” without 

excluding the use of violence because “if the escalation of tension in the Korean Peninsula was to 

increase more, the situation could get out of control with disastrous consequences”.  

There are two reasons for which this disagreement on a common strategy to face North Korea might 

be fatal for Asia. Firstly, it offers more elements to China, Japan and South Korea – already 

experiencing new tensions over the last few months – to be one against the other, damaging the 

precarious stability. Secondly, besides the individual preferences towards the Chinese “soft 

approach” supported by Moscow or the US “hard line” supported by Tokyo and Seoul to counter 

Kim’s regime, it is a fact that all the contrasts among these countries create more operating space 

for North Korea, constantly raising the stakes. 
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Having an insight on the Chinese perspective might be helpful to clarify a bit more this complicated 

mix of interests and perspectives. If China was looking for a way to show the world its strength as 

an international power, the escalation of tension in the Korean Peninsula – risking to worsen the 

local precarious status quo – undoubtedly represents a precious opportunity for Beijing. 

Nevertheless, it has been months that media point out the fact that Beijing is not making enough 

effort to dissuade Kim Jong Un from his nuclear ambitions in order to avoid a nuclear war in Asia.2  

For some aspects, this assumption might sound right: if China kept the same influence it had on 

Kim’s father (Kim Jong II), we would never be in such impasse. The two leaders might have had the 

chance to meet, discuss the most relevant issues and explicitly clarify their views on each other’s 

regime. 

So doing, they would have created a privileged channel of communication able to at least reduce 

the chances of an armed conflict in the region. Conversely, not only all this never happened but, 

while Beijing is losing its appeal on Pyongyang, the latter started behaving more and more boldly. 

Even if China had lost part of its influence on the negotiation process regarding the Korean 

Peninsula, it still remains the only power able to dialogue with all the other actors involved in the 

crisis. For this reason, Xi Jinping remains the only leader able to unblock the situation. In addition, 

the Chinese leader should be strongly motivated to do so for the sake of China’s stability and for its 

reputation as a great power. At the same time, there must be a reason for which China and North 

Korea do not have the same distended relationship they used to have some time ago. This leads to 

the hypothesis that Pyongyang demands towards Beijing have changed. This assumption was 

confirmed by the decision of the North Korean regime to kill Kim Jong Un’s step brother – Kim Jong 

Nam – knowing that he was leaving in protective custody in Chinese territory.3  

Yet, without Chinese support, North Korea cannot survive economically. Even a war would be 

detrimental and Pyongyang is well aware of that.  

Today, the risk we are all exposed to is mostly fuelled by the continuous provocations, which might 

actually lead to an armed conflict, that may begin following a mistake, or an incident. This is what 

China should avoid. How? Promoting dialogue, bilateral and secret today, multilateral tomorrow. At 

the same time, from the Chinese point of view, what Washington and Pyongyang should understand 

is that it is time to make some concessions to overcome the current impasse. 

Yet, it is hard to label as “slightly relevant” the fact that Kim Jong Nam was murdered with VX, a 

substance part of the weapons of mass destruction apparently accessible only in the US and Russia. 

Without accusing anyone, it is evident that VX has somehow arrived in North Korea. For China, it is 

very important to find out how this weapon has entered North Korea because - if Kim’s state becomes 

more strategically independent– it might be end up becoming unmanageable for China. 

Beijing is convinced that isolating the regime is enough to limit Kim Jong Un’s ambitions and the 

government is ready to make some concessions to achieve this goal. What matters most is to avoid 

the worst scenario for everyone, i.e. a nuclear war. If then concessions will pave the way for a less 

secret multilateral dialogue, that would be even better. If all this will take place thanks to Chinese 

mediation, once again the country will be able to show the world its role as a global power. 

Unfortunately, even the medium-term programme is - at the moment - not viable for two main 

                                                        
2  China has also been accused to violate international sanctions imposed by the United Nations (UN) on North Korea or 

at least to respect them in a very ambiguous way. These allegations are grounded on the fact that Beijing has formally 
interrupted coal imports from Pyongyang but some analysts still argue that this break took place only after China made 
sure that the usual annual coal share would still get in the country. Therefore, Beijing allegedly imported more coals in 
the first two months of 2017 so that it might both respect the UNs sanctions and, at the same time, avoid damaging 
Pyongyang. 

3  To give a clearer vision of the complicated set of machinations characterizing the Korean peninsula, it is important to 
remind that Pyongyang – despite everything – has preferred not to challenge China in a very direct way (organizing an 
ambush in Macau) but it rather chose Malaysia as a “neutral territory”. 
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reasons: the continuous change in Trump’s perspectives and the problems posed by the South 

Korean anti-missiles system Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (Thaad). 

When the American president met Xi Jinping in Mar-a-Lago (Florida), he had already realized that - 

besides its compliance to international sanctions - China was not able to influence Pyongyang 

choices anymore and not even to effectively monitor the border activities between the two countries. 

A few months after the Hamburg G20 was over, Trump declared “the commercial relations between 

China and North Korea had a 40% increase during the first three months of the year. So much for 

China working with us – but we had to try anyway”. This declaration is an explicit accusation of a 

close collaboration between Beijing and Pyongyang, which was immediately rejected with 

indignation by China. Such a declaration not only closed the few doors available for dialogue but it 

also convinced North Korea about the effectiveness of its aggressive line. 

The Thaad, it is the anti-missile shield that South Korea is currently trying to set up, with the support 

of the United States, in order to defend its territory from a possible North Korean attack. China asked 

several times Seoul to dismantle this military system because allegedly damaging the stability of the 

region since it questioned the mutual trust between the two countries. However, many sinologists 

are convinced that Beijing nerves – pushing towards a commercial war against South Korea – mostly 

derive from the fear that the new system might track Chinese military activities. The Thaad matter 

hindered dialogue between China and South Korea for months and, even after the new president 

Moon Jae-In suspended its installation, there have not been any significant improvements. The 

disagreements on the management of North Korean crisis also does not help in fostering dialogue 

between the two countries. 

One last question stands out: until what extent Kim Jong Un’s choices can be considered irrational 

or part of a sustainable strategic project? Experts of Korea from all over the world agree on the fact 

that it is necessary to offer Pyongyang important economic advantages to start a dialogue with the 

dictator. This happens because the stability of the regime depends on its capacity to last and, at the 

same time, to support the whole country. 

When Kim Jong Un succeeded his father in 2011, North Korea was living a moment of serious 

hardship. The quality of life was even lower than it is today, the country was about to experience the 

umpteenth famine and there was a broad popular discontent. Given these conditions, the 

international community was hoping that a change in the leadership of the country would foster a 

progressive opening. The latter would be enough to start a dialogue possibly leading to a peaceful 

coexistence in the Peninsula, using economic aids as bargaining chip. 

As mentioned before, since last crisis took place in the region, the international community frequently 

asked China to exercise some pressure on Pyongyang in order to avoid a potentially devastating 

escalation. However, the real strength of Pyongyang today is connected to its minor dependence on 

imports compared to the past, which is making the country more autonomous in its choices. 

Although gathering reliable economic data on North Korea is quite hard, the refugees’ testimonies 

confirm that things have changed a lot over the past five years. Pyongyang is now characterized by 

more and more cars, restaurants, markets, shops and skyscrapers thanks to the initiative of a new 

class of business men protected by the Party. 

This does not mean that North Korea has become a rich country but it has undoubtedly started 

growing. The most trustworthy estimates point out a rate growth ranging from 1 to 5 percent and this 

is enough to portray Kim as a man of his word. In 2013, he promised that the country would not 

experience starvation anymore and that North Korea would become a great nuclear power. Today, 

economy is growing, life standards have improved and the rest of the world is trying to isolate North 

Korea because scared by its nuclear arsenal. 

According to South Korean sources, trade is much spread out in North Korea and the improvement 

of the quality of life seems to be a direct consequence of the freedom given to economic operators 



North Korea nuclear escalation: comparing strategies and scenarios 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue III 54 

to sell the production surplus. The latter concerns a variety of products, such as agricultural ones, 

textile, shoes, soaps and even plates. 

It also seems that the survival of the regime is very much linked to the profits generated by this new 

economic openness: Cha Moon Seok, a South Korean researcher, is convinced that Kim’s 

governments is able to collect 220 thousand dollars a day as taxes from North Korean markets. Not 

only, well aware of the existence of a flourishing black market, Pyongyang has ordered its agents to 

find and arrest everyone is not selling his product in the authorized locations. 

If all this is true and the regime is able to support itself autonomously then the impact of international 

sanctions becomes very limited. This does not mean that North Korea has no other weaknesses on 

which to exert some pressure. The first one is the lifestyle revolution, which could – only in the long 

run – question the stability of the regime. In South Korea, deserters hosted by the reception facilities 

in the country have highlighted how, in the last few years, those escaping from North Korea are not 

motivated by fear or hunger. Rather, they are people who have well understood that quality of life 

can be much better beyond the North Korean frontiers. This awareness is certainly a powerful 

element to use against the regime. The second element to pressure Kim’s regime is connected to 

the availability of capitals. Kim needs money to continue his economic experiments and the funds 

he can collect in the country are not enough. Even today, Kim has been able to continue his activities 

thanks to the support of foreign investors, not only the Chinese ones. Closing the door to foreign 

financial aids might be a way to bring Kim to his senses. Instead of showing young Kim that they all 

stand together against him, the US, China, South Korea and Japan continue arguing on the best 

strategy to follow. By doing so, the situation can do nothing but degenerate, increasing the 

possibilities that the worst scenario for all might become true: a nuclear escalation. 
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Primary in Chile: a political photo 

 

Last July, in Chile there were the primary consultations for the presidential elections due in 

November in Chile. The Chilean legislation foresees the possibility for the political coalitions to 

conduct primary elections to choose the candidates to the Presidency of the Republic and the 

candidates for the two branches of the Parliament. These consultations, according to the electoral 

law, should be held at the same time for all the political movements that intend to have access to 

this opportunity. The political coalition Chile Vamos - that assemble (Unión Demócrata 

Independiente), Rn (Renovación Nacional), Pri (Partido Regionalist Independiente) and Evópoli 

(Evolución Política)- and the Frente Amplio -composed, among the others, by the Green Partido 

Ecologista, Partido Humanista, Poder e Revolución Democrática- decided to take part to the primary 

elections on the last 2 July. In the first coalition, the candidate Sebastián (already President of the 

Republic in the period 2010 -2014) won with a 58, 36% of the votes; Manuel José Ossandón Irrazabal 

is stopped to 26,24% while Felipe Kast Sommerhoff has reached the 15,40% of the valid votes. For 

the coalition Frente Amplio, instead, the consensus are divided among the candidate Beatriz 

Sánchez Muñoz (who has reached the 67, 56% of the votes) and Alberto Mayol Miranda (who had 

not passed the 33%). The real numbers, however, are very different: while for the pact Chile Vamos, 

few more than 1 million and 400 thousand electors went to the polls, those that are expressed for 

the Frente Amplio are around 327 thousand. The alliance Nueva Mayoria that, also express the 

actual President Michelle Bachelet, has chosen not to use the primary elections after having lost an 

important piece (the Christian Democratic Party, Pdc). 

 

The walk toward the primary 

The electoral campaign during the primary elections was completely focused on the political action 

promoted by the President Bachelet and on the political affairs of the structure of political her 

mayority, Nueva Mayoria. From one side, in fact, the proposals of the two coalitions evaluated by 

their own electors during the primary elections begin from the strong criticism against the political 

activity during the years of government of Michelle Bachelet; from the other side, the non-

participation and the breaking of the coalition Nueva Mayoria have contributed to increase the 

perception that we were assisting to a real «end of an era». At the beginning with the name of 

Concertación and then, beginning from 2013, with that actual name of Nueva Mayoria, the alliance 

of Partido Socialista (Ps), Partido Radical (Pr), Partido Democráta Cristiano (Pdc), Partido por the 

Democracia (Ppd) and small parties (which, in 2013, are added the Partido Comunista de Chile and 

the Izquierda Cristiana) has been continuously governing the Country from the fall of the regime of 

Pinochet in 1989 (with the alone exception of the years of the Piñera administration, 2010-2014). An 

alliance that, during the last presidency of Bachelet, has creaking and, then, has breaking up. The 

candidate to the presidential elections of the Christian Democracy, Carolina Goic, had claimed that 

she would have no intention to participate to primary elections in within the alliance Nueva Mayoria. 

At the same time, within the same alliance little by little many candidates were abdicating. The first 

one pre-candidate to release the run has been Isabel Allende who, in October of 2016, has begun 

to sustain the candidacy of Ricardo Lagos, who was the President of the Chilean Republic during 

the period 2000-2006, sustained by the Ppd (but with a clear proximity with the socialist party). 

Besides Lagos, Fernando Atria and José Miguel Insulsa, both of the Ps, had introduced their own 

pre-candidacy. 
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While the breaking of the alliance Nueva Mayoria went consuming, the Pdc putting aside the 

candidacy of Francisco Huenchumilla and assembling its own consensus on Goic. When the socialist 

party has communicated the decision not to want to choose the candidate to the presidency through 

primary, both Insulsa and Atrias abdicated their own candidacy: the first one was confirming his 

position according to which in lack of primary he would have withdrawn his own candidacy and the 

second defined «ashamed» the decision taken by the central committee of the party.  

The ex-President Lagos, however, was not the only candidate remained in competition: in the 

meantime, in fact, last January had also emerged senator Alejandro Guillier's candidacy within the 

radical party, historical component of the alliance. Immediately it appeared clear that the candidacy 

of Guiller didn't have a well-defined political affiliation. Partly because the trajectory of the pre-

candidate showed the total independence (Guiller has been candidate as Independent in the lists of 

the small party Radical Socialdemocráta for the Senate in 2013, after he had been working for more 

than thirty years as journalist, in the broadcast, the television and the printed paper). Partly because 

during the public proclamation of the pre-candidacy of Guiller, there were important political figures 

of other parties of the Nueva Mayoria. 

The political battle between Lagos and Guiller was consumed on last April and the latter defied the 

picking up almost the double one some votes of the first one within the Ps assembly. From that 

moment the Pdc has departed from the Nueva Mayoria which strengthened his lines around the 

candidacy of Guiller. And, as already said, the primary election became useless. 

Another matter, it was for the coalition, Chile Vamos, which assemble the majority of the opposition 

parties to the Nueva Mayoria. The winning Piñera has focused his electoral campaign on a 

infrastructural modernization of the Country (in particular way of the metropolitan area of the capital 

Santiago), on the political reforms (for instance, the revision of the years of the presidential order, 

the reduction of the number of the parliamentary ones) and on the economic strengthening of the 

middle class to the purpose to take back the road of an economic and social development which, 

according to him, was becoming weak during the Bachelet presidency. The pre-candidate Manuel 

J. Ossandón, instead, is a long-term political figure of the Rn that during the Presidency of Piñera 

was distinguished for the hard criticisms to the President (despite both they originated from the same 

coalition). Its political proposals were enucleated around two focal points for the construction of a 

social economy of market refusing «the collusion, the miserable salaries, the a little dignified 

pensions, the abuses» and considering «that the idea of the progress simply the GDP doesn't 

concern»: the principal proposals of Ossandón concerned the free education (at least, the more 

advantaged classe) and a program of revision of the pension system able to give «dignified 

pensions». The last pre-candidate of the coalition Chile Vamos was Felipe Kast Sommerhoff, 

relevant political figure of Evópoli. He focused completely his electoral campaign on the classical 

liberal idea of a less State in economy and in politics: Kast proposed a reform to decrease the 

executive powers both in quantitative terms (important diminution of the number of the ministries) 

and in terms of competences (the program of Kast for instance, foresaw a devolution of the 

competences of the Sub-secretary to the regional Development to all the regions). Meantime, the 

pre-candidate proposed to reform the taxation system and to strengthen the anti-monopolistic 

measures with the purpose to stimulate the national savings and, accordingly, the investments. 

For what concerns the coalition Frente Amplio, the inner debate was defined around different issues. 

The sociologist Alberto Alberto Mayol, that was defeated during the competition, centred its electoral 

campaign on the criticism to the liberal economic model, as strong inheritance of the Pinochet 

regime. Mayol has structured his own program to depart from the necessity of increase of the State 

competences in economy (the matter of the private pensions has been, for instance, central in his 

electoral campaign for the primary elections) and social matter (the promotion of the public health 
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and a great appointment of the government agencies in the technical formation have been two strong 

points of Mayol during this electoral campaign).  

The proposals of Beatriz Sánchez, instead have mainly focused around the gender issue (a better 

inclusion of the women in the labour market, the decriminalisation of the abortion, the promotion of 

gender identity) and to the problem the working life with the purpose to widen the abilities of the 

collective negotiations and to stop the phenomenon of illegal employment or lower-paying job. 

 

The electoral campaign 

Although the results of the primary elections are perfectly coherent with the expectations matured in 

the surveys during the past few months, these elections introduced some characteristics that showed 

important changes in the Chilean politics. 

In first place, as i already mentioned precedence, the coalition that governed Chile from the end of 

the Pinochet dictatorship seems to fall apart. Divisions and little signals of fractures emerged in past, 

but up to these presidential elections it appeared difficult the breakup that is consumed in these 

months instead. Around the middle of June in fact, the candidate of the Pdc, Carolina Goic, had 

pointed the finger against the Nueva Mayoria accusing to be victim of «extremism of left».  

And despite the continuous pressures from the leadership of the coalition for repairing the breaking, 

the reconstruction of the alliance seems, in this moment, very difficult. And then, if up to a year ago 

the Concertación had been able to attract external parties building the Nueva Mayoria, now this last 

is crumbling: besides the leaving of the Pdc, one can remind that many actual exponents of the 

Frente Amplio have served in the past as member of the parties of the Nueva Mayoria. 

The breakup of the alliance, in other words, is the flip-side of the crisis of popularity that the 

Presidency of Michelle Bachelet is scoring: although the percentage of the interviewed that 

disapproves the political activity of Bachelet government is decreasing few to few (it is passed by a 

74% of the interviewed recorded on last February to a 63% recorded on the last June), this are high 

percentages if one consider the miserable 26% of the interviewed that support Bachelet. 

There is, then, a further newness: the biggest part of the candidates for the Presidency of the 

Republic had built his own political capital out of the world of the politics: Guiller in the broadcast 

journalism before and television then, Piñera in the business world, Mayols in academic circle are 

only some important cases.  

They are public figures that in politics are also picking up the due consent to the notoriety reached 

in non-political circles: a tendency, this, that goes to detriment of whom has been protagonist of the 

Chilean politics for many years. One can think, for instance, to the case that the Ps has brought to 

sustain Guiller, candidate with a little political trajectory, and not Lagos, that during the years of the 

dictatorship and those of democracy has been one of the political points of reference for the Chilean 

left. Moreover, this tendency is recorded in Chile as in a lot of the western democracies. 

The success of outsider of the politics is, for some aspects, the flip-side of the crisis of the principal 

parties that traditionally have animated the Chilean political life. The weakness of the principal parties 

has granted great relief to the smaller parties or to those been born recently. A phenomenon, this, 

that show another face of the fragility of the politics in front of the challenges of today's Chile. The 

principal protagonist of this crisis is, evidently, the Ps in free fall in the electoral surveys. The 

candidate Guiller, according to the last surveys, decrease in the intentions of vote and he risks a 

head-to-head with Sánchez to access the ballot elections. Who is profiting of some atomization of 

the political formations, instead, at the actual moment, is Piñera.  

The electoral surveys show the high-level of satisfaction of the candidate of the coalition Chile 

Vamos, that goes with a fair wind exploiting some positive effect of the consensus obtained in the 

primary elections.  
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If Piñera will be the next President of the Republic, we will know in a few months but right now it is 

likely that, the day after the Presidential election, Chile will be more articulated as a political reality 

and, perhaps, more difficult to govern. 
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Hezbollah as powerful regional player: the growing role of Shi’ites 

in the Middle East 

 

Resistance: more realpolitik than rhetoric  

Hezbollah (Party of God), the political and military Shi’ite Muslim group based in Lebanon 

and founded in 1982 after Israel’s invasion of South-Lebanon, is gaining general 

consensus and a growing political status because its important role in the Syrian conflict, 

the direct link with Iran and the support to the Lebanese Armed Forces to control the 

border with Syria contrasting the ISIS’ affiliate elements. Hezbollah, that has been recently 

endorsed by the Lebanese President Michel Aoun (February 2017) and has strengthened 

its grip on the main national institutions in Lebanon including the Army (as showed by the 

intensifying cooperation, intelligence sharing and military coordination on the eastern 

border, between the Lebanese Armed Forces and Hezbollah), is now a transnational 

premium brand able to unify under its umbrella Shi’ites not only from Lebanon but also 

from Syria: now, after more than six years of war, Hezbollah fighters in Syria are mainly 

Syrians. 

During the military campaign in Syria, that started in 2011 as civil war and quickly 

transformed in a proxy war, Hezbollah proved to be an important player supporting the 

Syrian al-Assad’s government in its mission to contrast the growing presence of foreign 

armed opposition groups and main terrorist groups under the label of the Islamic State 

(ISIS) and al-Qaeda linked movements. 

Because Syria is an essential military supply line, connecting Iran to Hezbollah in 

Lebanon, Hezbollah has direct and existential links with Iran and Syria and supports 

directly the Syrian government with its own fighters through a front-line commitment in 

Syria and a soft approach in Lebanon where it support the Lebanese institutions. 

For Hezbollah, supporting Syrian government in a war of “resistance” is a must for both 

ideological and pragmatic reasons: the realpolitik pushed Hezbollah to accept an active 

role in the Syrian war in order to preserve a safe connection based on the Iran-Syria 

alliance and to avoid 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 Sunni’s fundamentalism as longa 

manus of the Sunni’s opponents to Iran and Syria, as Saudi Arabia and Turkey. 

 

From a tactical support to the strategic role 

From a train, assist and advice role, in 2012 the employment of Hezbollah in Syria 

changed to a direct combat role, operating directly alongside Syrian military and 

paramilitary units and conducting conventional military operations. 

In particular, Hezbollah has proved to be one of the main actors in the Syrian war and, 

later, in the military contrast to the Islamic State (ISIS); in fact, without its support on the 

battlefield, the Syrian government would haven’t been able to resist to the armed 

opposition groups, both national and foreigners. 
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Thanks to the military training experiences in Lebanon and Iran, since 2006 Hezbollah 

share its know-how capabilities with the Syrian Army, providing further training and combat 

manpower. 

On the one hand, after the six years of war experience, from the operational point of view, 

Hezbollah has improved its tactical capabilities with mix of conventional and 

unconventional military tactics and has enlarged its experience in urban warfare as well as 

in fighting against asymmetric threats from non-state actors; furtherly Hezbollah achieved 

important capabilities in the cooperation with other military organizations and it expanded 

its capacity to command and control forces in an open war context. Hezbollah has been 

the Syrian government’s backbone and has changed substantially the course of the war. 

On the other hand, the human cost of the war was high: Hezbollah has suffered significant 

losses calculated in 2,500 dead and approximately 7,000 wounded; in other words, during 

the Syrian war the group lost more fighters than it did during the 18-year Israeli occupation 

of southern Lebanon: it is a reason of the domestic popular support partially lost, but 

recent gains, such as the fall of Aleppo in December 2016 and the disbandment of the 

anti-Assad groups, have played in favor of the group and have improved the credibility of 

Hezbollah in Lebanon. 

Hezbollah has been employed in support of the Syrian government as a trustworthy 

infantry force alongside Syrian heavy weapons and airpower. 

In the main events recorded during the war (in particular Qusayr, Zabadani, Aleppo), 

military operations usually started with shelling followed by the employment of irregular 

units and regular infantry attacks. According to the Institute for the Study of War, 

Hezbollah played a threefold role on the battlefield and at operational level: the militant 

group headed the attack teams, followed by a demining team and a stabilization unit1. 

Furtherly, Hezbollah units led the ground efforts and carried out target selection for the 

Russian air bombing operations. 

In addition to this adapting offensive strategy, Hezbollah has supported, in coordination 

with Iran, the Syrian forces in developing irregular forces and training the local militias2 

such as Quwat al-Ridha, the National Ideological Resistance (NIR), Junud Mahdi, and 

Mukawama Islamyya Fi Surya. Quwat al-Ridha, that includes Shi’ites a and Sunnis3, is the 

closest group to the Lebanese group and is reported as the Syrian wing of Hezbollah; 

headed by Syrians, its strength is estimated at 3,500 fighters and it is operating under the 

leadership, financially supported and coordinated by Hezbollah in Lebanon. 

Two other groups are directly connected to Hezbollah, the Liwaa al-Imam al-Mehdi and 

Assad Allah Ghaleb. The first is estimated at 2,000 fighters, mainly Alawites, the second 

appear to have been decimated in fighting. 

Furtherly, the Saraya al-Muqawama (Resistance Brigades); it is an Iran backed non-

denominational and non-extremist military wing of Hezbollah established for non-Shi’ites 

Lebanese volunteers, such as sunnis, Christians and non-practicing Shiites who agree to 

Hezbollah’s brand of active resistance.  

                                                 
1  Mona Alami, Will Hezbollah Remain in Syria Forever? Newsweek 28 March 2017. 
2  Including, among many others, Quwat Rhidha, the National Ideological Resistance, Liwaa al-Imam al-Mahdi, Junud 

Mahdi and the Mahdi scouts. 
3  Formed mainly by individuals from Homs, Aleppo, Daraa and Damascus. 
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The group is aimed to defend Lebanon against local Sunni extremists or to operate in 

Syria where the Saraya fighters are not fighting on the front lines, but operates in small 

units aimed to give logistical support. Even if the training activities are the same for Shi’ites 

and the other confessions, once they’ve completed the course the two groups use 

separate insignias, names and uniforms. 

Many other groups partner with Hezbollah (as trainer) and Iran (as financial supporter). 

While thousands of fighters have been trained across Syria, the largest training facility for 

Hezbollah is in Qusayr, close to the state border with Lebanon, where approximatively 

10,000 fighters have been trained  

Also Iran has played a dominant role in forming the Syrian militias which fight for the 

Syrian government. These militias replicate the Iranian Basij model (the paramilitary 

volunteer militia part of the revolutionary guard)4. Some recent information reported that 

“the Syrian regime is transferring command and financial responsibility for some of these 

militias to Iran – indicating the level of Iran's control on the Syrian administration”5 – and 

more in detail, the regulation of the activities of the armed Syrian forces operating with Iran 

in Syria including the control of a 89,000 troops-strong armed Syrian forces operating 

under the label of the Local Defense Brigades; half part of these brigades are formed by 

individuals that have evaded the military service (15,000 are evading obligatory military 

service, 17,000 are evading reserve duty, and 8,000 are deserters), the other half are 

volunteers6. 

The Syrian operatives (civilians and military personnel) who are fighting under Iranian 

control are incorporated in the Local Defense Brigades at districts level as per to the 

following list7: 

 

District 
Mandatory 

service evaders 

Reserve duty 

evaders 
Deserters Civilians 

Persons whose 

status has been 

arranged 

Total in district 

Damascus 4106 4824 600 9485 601 19616 

Deraa 421 359 658 857 0 2295 

Tartus 321 0 0 679 100 1100 

Homs 980 1124 1127 4314 1506 9051 

Hama 2144 2654 2549 3915 864 12126 

Aleppo 3925 5687 1213 10241 4864 35930 

Idlib 1123 211 279 2929 3487 8029 

Ladhakia 790 302 477 3165 700 5434 

Al-Raqqa 214 235 148 220 0 817 

Deir Al-Zor 461 870 0 645 0 1976 

Al-Hasakah 388 465 952 554 0 2359 

Total 14873 16731 8003 37004 12122 88723 

 

                                                 
4  MEMRI Inquiry and Analysis No. 1242, Syria Regime Establishing Popular Armed Militias Modeled On Iranian Basij, 

April 25, 2016, https://www.memri.org/reports/syria-regime-establishing-popular-armed-militias-modeled-iranian-basij. 
5  MEMRI Special Dispatch No. 6925, Memo Signed By Assad Transfers Command And Financial Responsibility For 

Syrian Militias To Iran, May 15, 2017, https://www.memri.org/reports/syrian-memo-placing-militias-under-iranian-
command.  

6  Ibidem. 
7  Ibidem. 

https://www.memri.org/reports/syria-regime-establishing-popular-armed-militias-modeled-iranian-basij
https://www.memri.org/reports/syrian-memo-placing-militias-under-iranian-command
https://www.memri.org/reports/syrian-memo-placing-militias-under-iranian-command
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The former army members (deserters) and the draftees who are evading mandatory army 

service and reserve duty have been transferred to the Local Defense Brigades in their 

district, as per the following list8: 

 

Explanation No. 

Mandatory service evaders 14873 

Army deserters 8003 

Reserves duty evaders 16731 

Persons whose status has been arranged 12122 

Total 51729 

 

Syrian war: nobody has gained more than Hezbollah (and Iran) 

Not only Iran sponsored the formation of pro-government units but also facilitated foreign 

Shi’ites fighters to participate to the conflict, in addition to sending its Special Forces and 

units to Syria. Hezbollah was one of the first groups to spearhead pro-Syrian government 

foreign legions, calculated between 15,000 to 25,000 Shi’ites fighters mainly from Iraq, 

Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Central Asia.9 

Hezbollah has used the Syrian war to define the new group’s political scope, increase its 

influence at regional level and improve its combat capabilities. After six years of 

employment on the battlefield, today Hezbollah is able to maintain the control of large 

areas in Syria: this is a military result necessary to support an important political role. 

At strategic level, in addition to the enlarged cooperation with Syria and Iran (the “Shi’ite 

axis”, or “resistance axis”), based on the Iran-Syria-Hezbollah relationship and is guided by 

Iran with Hezbollah as the leading group based in Lebanon), Hezbollah has also benefitted 

from the alliance with Russia. The group operates as eyes on the ground for the Russian 

forces. Even if Hezbollah is absent at the Turkey/Russia-sponsored negotiations table, the 

group has Iran as its main sponsor and partner that it’s involved to guarantee its interests. 

What emerges from the situation in Syria is that Iran’ is establishing a base of direct 

influence in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Yemen. Apart the military approach, Iran’s strategy 

aims to control the political and geographical areas seized during the last six years and to 

have an active role inside the Syrian government-controlled areas; this is done in order to 

maintain the supply line to Hezbollah and give to the Lebanese group the possibility to 

continue its role in Syria. More important than the tactical approach are the political and 

economic approaches, as confirmed by the fact that Iran buys land in Syria and conducts 

investment deals with the government, with the purpose of creating a long-term economic 

presence in Syria10. 

At domestic level, Hezbollah has gradually used the war in Syria to strengthen its power in 

the Lebanon’s sectarian political system, playing on Christian worries and ambitions to 

create a new coalition: this coalition involving Hezbollah and Lebanese Christians has 

                                                 
8  Ibidem. 
9  Claudio Bertolotti, Chiara Sulmoni, Siria: una sciagura afghana? I mujaheddin dell’Af-Pak con IS in Siria, ISPI 

Analysis No. 307, November 2016, http://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/siria-una-sciagura-afghana-i-mujaheddin-
dellaf-pak-con-siria-16068. 

10  Lina Khatib, Iran Is Building a Base of Post-War Influence in Syria, Analysis, «Chatham house – The Royal Institute 
of International Affairs», June 2017, https://syria.chathamhouse.org/research/iran-is-building-a-base-of-post-war-
influence-in-syria. 

http://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/siria-una-sciagura-afghana-i-mujaheddin-dellaf-pak-con-siria-16068
http://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/siria-una-sciagura-afghana-i-mujaheddin-dellaf-pak-con-siria-16068
https://syria.chathamhouse.org/research/iran-is-building-a-base-of-post-war-influence-in-syria
https://syria.chathamhouse.org/research/iran-is-building-a-base-of-post-war-influence-in-syria
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become the driving force in the Lebanese politics, as showed by the election of Michel 

Aoun as Lebanese president after more than two years of parliamentary deadlock. Despite 

his past as opponent to Syria, Aoun is now is a strong supporter of Hezbollah and 

sympathetic to Assad: this result exemplifies how the Syrian war has remodeled local 

agreements and alliances. 

Furtherly, the movement received long-range guided missiles by Russia, laser-guided 

rockets, anti-tank weapons and vast weapons supply from Iran. There are also information 

about Russian anti-aircraft weapons and long-range missiles moved from Syria to 

Lebanon’s southern border with Israel11. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

For the reason that Hezbollah is fighting the Islamic State in Syria, the U.S. and the 

European Union have changed their narrative regarding the organization; now the 

Lebanese political organization is internationally considered as a useful partner. Furtherly, 

Hezbollah appears to have consolidated its status and position as player of power in the 

area through battles and local diplomacy; it means, for example, that the group would not 

be leaving soon the strategic area such Qusayr and Homs. 

These factors might have potential consequences on the system of alliances 

characterizing the Middle East because: 

- Hezbollah is well positioned in Syria and, as stated by the movement leader Hassan 

Nasrallah, Hezbollah will stay in the country until the government is stable and in full 

control; in other words, Hezbollah has vowed not to leave until they have assurances 

that Syria will remain a key player in the aforementioned Iran-led “resistance axis”12; 

- this new factor will impact on the relationship between Lebanon and Israel influencing 

the regional balance of power. 

 

 

                                                 
11  Jese Rosenfeld, How the Syrian Civil War Has Transformed Hezbollah, The nation, march 30, 2017, 

https://www.thenation.com/article/how-the-syrian-civil-war-has-transformed-hezbollah/. 
12  Statement of Sheikh Naim Qassem, Hezbollah’s number two, in Analysis: Hezbollah’s Highly Versatile And 

Embedded Role In Syria, News Deeply, march 6, 2017, 
https://www.newsdeeply.com/syria/articles/2017/03/06/analysis-hezbollahs-highly-versatile-and-embedded-role-in-
syria. 

https://www.thenation.com/article/how-the-syrian-civil-war-has-transformed-hezbollah/
https://www.newsdeeply.com/syria/articles/2017/03/06/analysis-hezbollahs-highly-versatile-and-embedded-role-in-syria
https://www.newsdeeply.com/syria/articles/2017/03/06/analysis-hezbollahs-highly-versatile-and-embedded-role-in-syria
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Six months after the inauguration, the Trump administration's transition process seems far from over. 

Although for what concerns the domestic policy a number of priorities have already emerged, the 

whole set of foreign policy of the Trump administration is far from being defined. Several hundred 

positions within the State Department are still vacant. Despite the fact that many of these unfilled 

positions are quite minor, they are decisive to allow the new administration to actually deliver his 

policies. So far, the confirmed presidential appointments by the Trump administration are not even 

the half of those of all the precedent four administrations. In addition, a new strategic document is 

not on the horizon. According to the Constitution, the president of the United States has more power 

over foreign affairs than perhaps in any other field. Early in his campaign, president Trump has 

promised a new approach, different from the interventionism of typical of both his liberal and 

conservative predecessors. In the lack of a new great strategy, it is too early to assess if and how 

much the Trump administration is moving away from a number of political processes that originated 

many years ago, namely with the Democratic Party's victory in the 2006 Mid-Term elections. Except 

for the withdrawal from the Pacific Partnership and the Paris Accords, and taking into account the 

expected large increase in military spending, the only certainty regarding the direction given to 

foreign policy by the new administration is that it remains vague and contradictory. President Trump 

triumphal journey can be summarized in the promise to do both more and less than the former 

president of the United States, giving to voters a quite contradictorily message. The election year 

was dominated by a new version of foreign policy activism, in which disengagement was more 

relevant than scale down. The blend of left and right wing radicalism has been in the essence the 

force behind the campaign of president Trump. Some candidates wanted to boost the defense 

budget, but their message was full of pledges to help everyone else who is sharing western values. 

Other candidates wanted to bail out of trade agreements and to keep foreign aid. According to 

president Trump U.S. foreign policy should instead serve only U.S. interests. On top of that, president 

Trump explained that his whole policy would be very inexpensive because the allies would at last 

pay their bills. As a consequence, president, Trump is now facing the huge complexity of moving 

forward a policy that pledged all together to do more and less. 

Frankly, it is also true that the initial stages of all the other post Cold War administrations did not 

stand out for a better definition of their own international policy vision. Under this respect, and at 

least for the time being, the Trump administration seems to replicate the pattern drawn by the Bush 

the elder administration more than twenty-five years ago. The administration of Bush the elder went 

to history for a decisive rejection of any strategic vision and a strong tendency to react passively, 

day by day, to international events, often in a quite unpredictable fashion. But the indeterminacy of 

the Trump administration is also the product of the clash between two souls. On the one hand is 

strong the push for a return to that radical America that identifies itself with President Jackson.  

On the other hand, the push for a return to that conservative tradition personified by President 

Reagan is equally strong. The first of these two different souls has no interest in defending nowadays 

status quo, both inside and outside the Nation. The second, although elaborating on the same 

American exceptionalism, is in favor of a remarkable level of international commitment. The record 

of these few months demonstrates how President Trump has been swinging between these two 

essences, failing to work out a synthesis that can make its foreign policy somewhat clearer, maybe 

predictable. In the meantime, many of the most important goals of his long electoral campaign seem 

to have been, at least temporarily, set aside. 



Euro/Atlantica (USA-NATO-Partners) 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017– Year XIX issue III 66 

Unlike his predecessor, President Trump was willing to give the White House an impulsive and 

unpredictable stamp. Nevertheless, with the passing of months, President Trump is becoming much 

less radical and far more conservative than expected on the eve of his inauguration.  

As president, Trump seems to have realized that for the good and the prosperity of the United States, 

there is no better choice than enforcing a quite traditional international activism, alone when needed, 

in cooperation with old and new allies whenever possible. Most likely, President Trump will never 

become a completely conventional president, but the interaction between President Trump and the 

members of its administration is already moderating any radical drifts. On this regard, it is noteworthy 

how the White House is considering a resumption of negotiations for the transatlantic partnership. In 

any case, the idea of a complete normalization of the Trump administration's foreign policy is entirely 

premature. 
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The first half of 2017 witnessed a "change of the guard" in two major countries such as the United 

States and France. The presidential elections in the United States have led to the election of Donald 

Trump, as the 45th president of the United States, while Emmanuel Macron won over Marie Le Pen 

in the ballot of French presidential election. 

Both new presidents represent a “step change”: Trump is totally new to politics, so that he is not 

considered as organic by the Republican Party of which he was the presidential candidate. Macron 

has been already the very young, minister of economy and finance of President Hollande 

administration, he left the Socialist Party and created a new "En Marche" party that has undergone 

a strong electoral success. 

The two presidents are expected to be the future of the political protagonists in all fora involving 

European countries, including the European Union, NATO and the G20. 

Trump's new course on Europe mainly concerns two positions: the withdrawal of the United States 

from the Paris Declaration on Climate of December 2015 and the request to increase defence 

budgets according to the target of 2% of GDP. 

At the G20 in Taormina, on 1 June 2017, the announcement of the withdrawal of the United States 

from the climate agreement triggered a European reaction through an official statement appearing 

at the G20. It was signed by the Italian President of the Council, Paolo Gentiloni, by Chancellor 

Angela Merkel and President Macron. In response to President Trump's proposal to conclude a new 

agreement, President Macron declared that there was nothing to be renegotiated in the Paris 

agreement. 

As far as defence budgets are concerned, as many times reported already by the writer, there has 

been a growing upward trend since two years, both because of terrorism and the Ukrainian crisis. 

The target of 2% of GDP for defence budget is met four European countries only (Estonia, Greece, 

Poland and the United Kingdom), for all the others it remains an objective to be aimed at, just a 

trend. For example, if Germany is supposed to meet the 2% target, Germany would have to spend 

more than 65 billion euros per year. For this, Chancellor Merkel announced a gradual increase in 

defence budgets, but she stated that it would consider the 2% target in the light of a simple upward 

trend. 

France is the exception to the rule of defence upward trend, because President Macron has 

approved the cut proposed by the Ministry of the Economy and Finance of 850 million euros to the 

French defence budget, which amounts to 32.7 billion euros for 2017. The initiative has been 

motivated by the need to meet the parameters of the Stability Pact, which rules that the deficit / GDP 

ratio shall not exceed 3%. 

However, the cut resulted in the resignation of the French chief of Defence, gen. Pierre de Villiers. 

President Macron had actually announced in the election campaign an increase in the defence 

budget to reach 2% of GDP by 2025, equaling 50 billion euros, excluding the voice of military 

pensions, considering that "ancient combatants" constitute a very large item in the French budget. 

Macron's decision was taken a few days after President Trump's visit to Paris on July 14, 2017. 

During the Cold War, there was an entire branch of the "Kremlinologists" who studied the Soviet 

ruling class members appearing at or disappearing from the annual parade of May 1st, now there is 

an intense study of handshakes between President Trump and President Macron.1 

Starting from the NATO summit in May 2017, when newly elected Macron, skipped President Trump 

so as to greet Merkel, who for Macron was "the most important person in the room".  

                                                           
1  Katie Reilly “See the Evolution of Donald Trump and Emmanuel Macron's Awkward Handshakes” Time magazine, 14 

Jul 2017. http://time.com/4856558/donald-trump-emmanuel-macron-handshake-evolution/  

http://time.com/4856558/donald-trump-emmanuel-macron-handshake-evolution/
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Considering the tensions of Chancellor Merkel with President Trump, the action seemed to want to 

mark a position. Soon afterwards there were the aggressive and energetic handshakes at the G20 

summit. To end with the warm greetings of President Trump’s visit in Paris on Bastille's day. 

President Macron, like Sarkozy, is supposed to have a more favorable approach to the United States, 

but, on the other hand, foreign and defence policy is a matter of national interest and, with the due 

exceptions; this is out of friendships or interpersonal relationships.  

President Trump’s visit to Paris has perhaps indicated that president Macron’s France will be US 

privileged partner in Europe, instead of Merkel's Germany. This is because, in the United Kingdom, 

despite the "special relationship" binding the two countries, Prime Minister May will have trouble to 

play its traditional role as she is very committed to the negotiations for Brexit for the next two years. 

Even in choosing France, Trump marks a new course in US foreign policy. 
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In the middle of 2017 there are no elements to assess what will be the long term change on US 

foreign policy brought by the new Trump administration. The themes of the electoral campaign, run 

with atypical and violent tones, is not indicative of the real strategy that the new administration 

intends to follow. It is also well known that the American administration represents an extremely 

complex, articulated and sophisticated system of weights and counterweights that balance the 

power of the president and that it will soften the will of the elected anti-establishment president. 

This is more likely to happen on international issues and foreign policy, while Trump will retain 

more of its unorthodox approach mostly on domestic issues. In fact, each US president, in order to 

ensure the effectiveness of his action, is obliged to give space and power in the highest level of the 

administration – a system that counts on an army of over 2 million federal employees – to the 

forces of the various lobbying and lobby groups that represent the various political, social and 

economic souls of the country and of the whole world. The fine tuning of all these different and 

powerful forces, each one with its own foreign policy agenda, is very difficult to achieve, even for a 

president expression of the establishment. After the elections the spoil system was for many 

months incapable to work, due to the resistance of the administration and for the luck of qualified 

persons to appoint into the agencies and state departments. Only the top figures of the major 

administrations have been appointed, but the turnover from the previous democratic administration 

has been slow and incomplete. The post of Ambassador in Moscow, for example, a country that 

was supposed to be symptomatic of the new presidential course, it was nominally filled up only in 

mid July by Jon Huntsman. Pending the Parliament’s foreign affairs committee green light on the 

name in September 2017 the bilateral relations between Moscow and Washington still remain in 

the hands of the Amb. John Tefft, who was appointed by president Obama in August 2014 at the 

height of the Ukrainian conflict. Tefft is a great expert of Russia and former Soviet Union space, 

having been already ambassador to Lithuania, Georgia and Ukraine, as well as Assistant 

Secretary of State for relations with Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova. Even if its curriculum 

appears very distant from the new course, its prolonged presence in Moscow is a clear illustration 

of the difficulties of changing the course of American foreign policy. This situation is not very 

different from many other embassies, where only in July 2017 the White House has begun to 

submit to the Senate for its approval the new appointments of its administration. 

It will then be necessary to wait for the mid-term elections to see if and which posture the new 

presidential administration will take on many strategic issues on the planet, how many 

compromises will have to be made, and on what dossiers it will actually push the accelerator and in 

what direction. The feeling is that for the moment the new American administration is trying to win 

time on many major international dossiers, with a pragmatic and business-oriented approach: this, 

on one hand, reflects one of the salient features of the new presidency, on the other is a signal of a 

problematic take-over and of the difficulties of having effective regional postures without a shared 

global strategy, possible only with many compromises.  

As far as the eastern Mediterranean region is concerned, particularly relevant, however, it seems 

to be the Trump administration's decision to stop the weapons and training supply programs 

provided up to this time by the CIA to the anti Syrian opposition. It is clear that the Syrian conflict is 

the basis for redesigning the policies towards Moscow and Tehran of the new US administration, 

and this move should be read in the light of the broad strategic decisions Washington will take in 

the coming months. The decision to abandon the policy of pushing down Assad interfering militarily 

in the Syrian civil war will also have direct consequences for South East Europe, because of the 
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strict links between the Balkans, Turkey and the complex connections of Ankara’s domestic 

politics, with wars in Syria and Iraq.  

A similar ambiguous approach it appears to exist also in the case of the Iranian dossier, where the 

anti Iran and anti JCPOA moment of US presidency appears that it is not taking-over.  

We can conclude saying that the two main dossiers relevant for Italy and Europe, the US-Russia 

and US-Iran ones, are trapped in a deep stalemate and they will likely remain so for the whole 

2017; they are both influenced by the conflicts in Syria and Iraq, two wars that will redefine 

dramatically the geopolitics of the Middle East in a way that was not experienced in more than a 

century, when the borders between Turkey, Iraq and Syria were first draft. We have the feeling that 

the new administration – and US as a strategic player – is not any more in the position to shape or 

influence the outcomes of this process. In this situation, the decision to reset the courses of the US 

– Iran and US – Russia relations as they were inherited by the Obama, will largely remain a 

wishfully thinking. However, we believe that of these two dossiers (improving the relations with 

Moscow and deteriorating the ones with Teheran), the new US administration will prioritise the 

second one. That is, also, the most difficult one, because it involves a review of the JCPOA (the 

nuclear agreement signed by USA, Europe and Russia with Teheran) and a diplomatic 

confrontation with both Europe and with Moscow. Shifting back from JCPOA would not be neutral 

regarding the relations with Russia, because it would expose Washington on two fronts and 

because it is not possible to isolate Iran without the cooperation with Russia. And since we do not 

see that there are currently margins for changing the present status of relations between 

Washington and Moscow - which we believe will continue its stalemate course of mutual distrust 

without deteriorating substantially – it appears that the revisionist ambitions on Iran are also 

destined to remain predominantly an electoral intention or a policy statement. This at least for the 

year 2017, for which we do not consider Trump's administration will have the ability to put in place 

meaningful policies to review the status quo. As far as the role of US in South Eastern Europe / 

Eastern Mediterranean, 2017 will remain a transitional year. An element that is, however, a further 

component of uncertainty for the strategic situation in the Mediterranean and Europe’s near 

abroad.  
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The action of the Trump Administration in its first six months partially confirmed what had been the 

initial forecast. The announced disengagement in the Middle East conflicts, that some welcomed 

with enthusiasm whilst others received with apprehension, had to deal with realpolitik's imperatives. 

Was it really conceivable that the US superpower could afford the luxury to isolate itself from the rest 

of the planet? The slogan "America First" has therefore gained different connotations – If we want, 

more pragmatic – than the various isolationist interpretations circulated during the election campaign. 

Judging from the work of first six months, it seems that "America First" is rather to be regarded as 

the motto of a new power politics characterised by four essential elements. 

First of all, the first aspect concerns the conception which President Trump has of the international 

relations and of the United States. In fact, in the view of Trump Administration the international space 

is not a "global community" but rather represents the arena wherein different actors operate in 

competition with each other (politically, economically and militarily) for the purpose of getting a 

certain advantage for themselves. In parallel, in the view of the president, the United States are – 

and must continue to be – the only and undisputed world superpower, whose interests are specific 

and diverging from those of other international actors (this is also what "America First" means).  

The second aspect concerns the methodology of action. In order to affirm and secure the interests 

of the United States, two modes of action play a decisive role. The first is the power policy, thus 

marking the abandonment of the soft power of the Obama era. According to Trump, in fact, soft 

power and riding the so-called "Arab Spring" has led to the destabilisation of the fragile Middle 

Eastern balance. On the contrary, as provided by the Russian campaign experience in Syria against 

armed jihadism, the use of force has proven to be capable of delivering good results, both military 

and political. Nikki Haley, ambassador to the United Nations, in her settlement speech on the new 

US foreign policy course, had explicitly stated that the new administration will show value through 

the US strength, thus overturning the Middle eastern paradigm of former President Obama.  

The second mode of action takes place in a negotiating practice that, once topics has been selected 

for their interest, addresses such issues with a "transactional" logic, preferably in a bilateral and one-

off solution. In this perspective, permeated by important doses of realism and pragmatism, one of 

the objectives is surely to prevent downgrading on a global scale as foretold by those who see the 

United States as a declining power ("Make America Great Again" refers to this perception). 

The third aspect concerns the so-called "disengagement" and, to some extent, such an aspect is the 

most problematic to be framed. In addition to the announced willingness to not engage in a long-

term land war in the Middle East, the priority of the Trump Administration, repeatedly emphasised, 

is the fight against Da'ish and international terrorism in order to protect the United States.  

If disengagement is considered to be the ideal condition of foreign policy in the Near and Middle 

East, this general rule is accompanied by two "derogations": on the one hand, a kind of "state of 

exception" in respect of issues considered strategic on a case-by-case basis; on the other hand, the 

delegation to historic regional allies for everything that does not concern direct and vital interests for 

the United States. In this context, the President Trump's reply to Italian Prime Minister Gentiloni 

regarding the Libyan case is emblematic. The US President stated that he does not see any role for 

the United States in Libya, implying that the solution task is the responsibility of Italy and others. 

The fourth aspect of the new course concerns its "flexibility", which is what can be defined as an 

inspirational principle of political action that runs through all of the above-mentioned aspects. 

President Trump, in fact, said he does not want to bind himself into an "inflexible ideology".  

For this reason, defining his doctrine in the classical sense is quite complicated at the moment.  
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The same attempts to presume the doctrine from the initiatives launched in the first six months of 

Trump's mandate had to deal with such "flexibility" which may become, in the language of analysts, 

synonymous with "unpredictability". As a matter of fact, it is possible to say that the so-established 

flexibility of action is a functional element to activate the so-called "state of exception" in which the 

individual dossiers are specifically evaluated and, if deemed necessary, all the appropriate 

"transactional" steps are implemented. Such flexibility has emerged in a very unexpected way with 

missile strike on the Syrian base of Shayrat (7 April), accompanied by unprecedented statements 

against the Damascus government, in contradiction to what had been said until a few days before. 

 

Equilibria on the brink 

What the Trump Administration inherited in the Middle and Near East is, to some extent, a positioning 

of recovery, especially in the Syrian conflict. Here, in fact, the Trump Administration found itself in a 

situation in which it had to chase the achievements of a successful Russian action that, over the past 

year, has accomplished unquestionable successes, not only at a military level but also diplomatic. 

After a series of conciliatory approaches, or almost apparent disregard of the Syrian dossier, the 

sudden missile attack on the air base of Shayrat was the occasion to launch several signals in one 

fell swoop.  

Indeed, if the military relevance of such a sudden action has proved to be almost ephemeral, its 

symbolic relevance has been significant. The message was firstly received by the regional allies, 

who chorally welcomed this military operation, hoping a direct involvement of Washington in the 

conflict. Each consignee received the message in the light of his respective priorities: Israel and 

Saudi Arabia as a function of anti-Iran policy; Turkey in anti-Kurdish function; Egypt in anti-Islamist 

discourse. On the other hand, the symbolic gesture of Shayrat contained another implicit message 

addressed to the opponents of Washington: United States is there, it will do its part and, if necessary, 

it is ready to use the muscles other than to show them. 

However, the White House is not only in the condition of recovering from the advantages gained by 

Russian action in the last year, but must also seek to reassemble the increasingly fragmented field 

of its allies, which has experienced a rise in disagreements and divisions, precisely because of their 

failure in Syria. Indeed, taking an active part in the negotiations in Astana, Turkey decided not only 

to accept Russian action but also to sit alongside the Iranians, the number one enemy of the Trump 

Administration and its regional allies (Israel and Saudi Arabia in the first place). Moreover, Ankara's 

role has proved to be crucial to the success of Russian action. Turkey has in fact been able to involve 

many of the Islamist groups inside the gradual de-escalation process, the same groups that until 

then had refused to come to terms with Damascus. For these reasons Turkish participation in 

Russian and Iranian diplomatic action has been seen as wool over US allies' eyes, especially in the 

Gulf. Just in this area a further and sensitive element of division emerged and occurred with the 

explosion of deep crisis between Doha and other Gulf monarchies. The accusation against the 

emirate of Qatar is to maintain relations with Iran. The inner front of Washington's allies is polarised 

as follows: on one side, Turkey and Qatar; on the other, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Egypt 

and Bahrain. It is interesting to note that such polarisation, among other things, perfectly reflects the 

two sides on the Libyan ground. 

The increase in the number of divisions – partly caused by the poor outcome of Syrian and Yemeni 

conflicts, and partly due to divergent interests and ambitions (see Libya) – favoured penetration of 

Russia and Iran by offering them some more room for manoeuvre. In turn, as in a vicious circle, 

these divisions have had repercussions on the Syrian ground, where the proxies of their sponsors 

began to make war on each other. All this happened, from Aleppo onwards, whilst the advancement 

of Syrian army and its allies has become more and more relentless.  
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However, the top priority of Washington in the very short term will be to defeat what remains of 

Da'ish, so that the White House can sit at the negotiating table with a good dowry of Syrian territory 

under its control (or of local proxies). 

 

De-escalation agreement 

The G20 in Hamburg was the occasion for the first meeting between Donald Trump and Vladimir 

Putin, at the end of which a first de-escalation agreement was announced for Syria. The cease-fire 

agreement, concerning the Syrian south-west sector between the cities of Dar'a (on the border with 

Jordan) and Quneytra (on the border with Israel), corresponds to one of the four areas of de-

escalation established by the Astana negotiations. Although it is an agreement limited to only one 

part of the territory, the fact that its implementation has hitherto held out it gives a reason to hope. 

Previous attempts of cease-fire sponsored by Moscow and Washington, at the time of Obama, failed 

shortly after their announcement. 

The choice of delimiting the deal to the most manageable south-western areas has twofold objective. 

The first aims to concretise a first step of agreement, easily manageable and achievable on the basis 

of substantially defined and stable front lines as well as the narrow margins of litigation on that area. 

The success of such an agreement, in spite of its territorial limitation, will get the basis for credibility 

and mutual trust for a wider agreement on other Syrian areas, more critical at the moment.  

Secondly, the need to allow further room for manoeuvre in the still controversial eastern areas of 

Syria, precisely where the lines of their respective fronts are still mobile. Here the two coalitions 

contend the "regain" of territories still under the control of Da'ish. The fall of Mossul in Iraq and the 

intensification of the siege on Raqqa are all signs of a strengthening of the war effort, in what seems 

to be more and more a race against time. The need to close the game as soon as possible, before 

the facing opponent does, greatly increases the possibility of clashes and the risk of ruinous 

accidents. Such risk is right around the corner and the incidents that have occurred in recent weeks 

are signs that cannot be ignored. 

Starting from the attack on the base of Shayrat (7 April), skirmishes between the two fronts have 

been intensifying and, so far, at least two episodes that risked escalating the situation took place: 

the bombing of a Syrian army column and allied militias, carried out by US aircraft near al-Tanf (18 

May); the shooting down of a Syrian Sukhoi Su-22 in the skies over Raqqa at the hands of US 

aviation (18 June).  

The next step on the release from Da'ish is Deir Ezzor (Dayr al-Zawr), the last major city under the 

control of the so-called "Caliphate". Such a city is a pivotal junction between Syria and Iraq, and, in 

all likelihood, the two coalitions will concentrate their efforts simultaneously on Deir Ezzor, 

threatening to create a situation of direct conflict between them. If they will be able to avoid a direct 

confrontation, the post-liberation must be managed with extreme caution in order to thwart the 

potential occasions of clash that will occur between the two sides. For all these reasons, it is to be 

hoped that the de-escalation agreement on south-western Syria will be successful and that it will put 

the basis for further negotiations. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

With regard to the new course, all the declarations and events that occurred in the first six months 

of the Trump Administration announced a substantial change of direction in the management of 

Middle East affairs. First of all, the priority is the fight against Da'ish and armed jihadism as a whole, 

while the replacement of Bashar al-Asad passes in the background or even disappears. In 

operational terms, the rationale of soft power is abandoned in favour of muscular policy that does 

not dislike the use of force.  
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The use of force, in any case, must remain circumscribed and avoid escalating into large-scale and 

long-term conflicts on the ground. Finally, the White House does not want to bind itself into a single 

paradigm of action that can constrain the work of the President, which has made his flexibility and 

unpredictability the strength of the new Administration. 
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Trump’ First Semester and Africa 

Although African countries represent over a quarter of United Nations member states as well as the 

largest regional bloc in many international fora, Trump might wonder whether destabilization 

originated in Africa may actually threaten American interests; whether humanitarian assistance is 

looted and whether funds devoted to Africa would be better spent within the US instead; whether it 

is worth it for the US to continue to be involved in the fight against the Islamic State in West Africa – 

better known as Boko Haram – and Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) or Joseph Kony’s Lord 

Resistance Army (LRA) in Central Africa without so far having been able to defeat them. However, 

under Trump the US role in the counter-terrorism operations against Al-Shabaab, Boko Haram and 

a variety of armed groups across the Sahel band will probably be expanded, as well as the military 

approach towards the Continent, as well explained by the recent venue of the African Land Forces 

Summit, organized by the US. Over 40 African national armies participated in the African Land 

Forces Summit entitled ‘Enhancing Capacity Through Partnership in Africa’ held in Lilongwe, Malawi 

(8-11 May), aimed at strengthening regional co-operation on the grounds of expanding of violent 

extremist organizations (VEOs) on the Continent. 

Actually, half of the six Islamic countries, whose citizens are interdicted to enter into the U.S. 

according to the Executive Order Travel Ban, are African, namely: Libya, Somalia and Sudan. 

Furthermore, as far as Sudan is concerned, in July, the Trump Administration extended the waiver 

of sanctions on Sudan, delaying by three months their possible relief, thanks to the cooperation that 

Khartoum has secured over the last few months in the fight against terrorism and the maintenance 

of unilateral ceasefire in the various active outbreaks across the State. Meanwhile, however, 

Sudanese President, Omar al-Bashir, wanted by the Hague International Criminal Court (ICC), has 

been invited to Moscow to discuss bilateral issues, subsequently threatening to annoy the United 

States, even if neither Khartoum, neither Washington nor Moscow are ICC’s members. 

In reality, Washington considers Angola, Nigeria and South Africa as the three main strategic 

partners in Sub-Saharan Africa. In May, Angola’s former Defense Minister João Lourenço – now the 

new President of the Republic of Angola – paid an official visit to the Secretary of Defense, James 

Mattis, at the Pentagon. So far, the only bilateral talks with Trump and his African counterparts were, 

January the 23rd with the Egyptian President, Al-Sisi, February the 13th, with the Nigerian President 

Muhammad Buhari and the South African President Jacob Zuma, and, March the 7th, with the 

Kenyan Head of State, Uhuru Kenyatta; always in March, when Rwandan President, Paul Kagame, 

was in Washington, the Trump Administration did not meet him. Until now, the most controversial 

“African” episode was the failed-meeting of the US Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, with the 

President of the African Union (UA), Moussa Faki Mahmat. In fact, in April, the State Department set 

the meeting between the two and, at the very last moment, cancelled it, creating some embarrassing 

misunderstandings. Yet, in June, Tillerson received the Mozambican President, Filipe Nyusi. Early 

July, at the G20 Summit in Hamburg, another uncomfortable occurrence regarded President Donald 

Trump walking out of a working session about Africa having been replaced by his daughter, Ivanka. 
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Major nominations: Green (USAID), Sartor (NSC) e Yamamoto (Africa Bureau) 

Most senior strategic posts for USAfrica relations are still vacant, such as the USAID Assistant 

Administrator for Africa, the Assistant Trade Representative for Africa, some African related positions 

in the Commerce, Treasury, Energy and Justice Departments and the U.S. Executive Directors to 

the World Bank and African Development Bank. However, August 3, the United States Senate 

confirmed Mark Andrew Green to be the eighteenth Administrator of the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID). He had previously served as Ambassador to Tanzania (2007-

2009), as Member of the House of Representatives from Wisconsin, as Member of the Board of 

Directors of the Millennium Challenge Corporation as well as President of the International 

Republican Institute. 

What is more, at the beginning of August, Cyril Sartor, deputy assistant director for Africa at the 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), has been named Director for Africa at the National Security 

Council (NSC). Sartor has served in a variety of senior leadership positions on behalf of CIA within 

the intelligence community, including serving as Briefer for two National Security Advisors, Acting 

National Intelligence Officer for Africa at the National Intelligence Council (NIC) and Director for the 

Office of Africa, Latin America and Global Issues. He believes that in Africa the socioeconomic roots 

of local grievances must be addressed and that violent Islamic ideology is a foreign import to Sub-

Saharan Africa and as such it only thrives where it can coopt local grievances, citing complaints 

among nomadic Tuareg people in Mali and clan frustrations that spur the insurgency in Somalia. 

Besides, Sartor thinks there is a need for an approach that goes far beyond security assistance for 

the United States in Africa. It is interesting to note that before Sartor, two other candidates had been 

chosen and dismissed immediately after: Robin Townley1, due to divergence with the CIA, and then 

Rudolph Atallah2. 

In reality, in the United States, within the Department of State, the top “African” position is that of 

Assistant Secretary of State for Africa. Since the departure of Linda ThomasGreenfield in January, 

the Africa Bureau3 has been managed by another career Foreign Service Officer, Peter Henry 

Barlerin, who was then nominated ambassador to Cameroon. Barlerin served as a Special Advisor 

to the Chair of the Kimberley Process, an international body that seeks to prevent rebel groups from 

profiting from the illicit sale of rough diamonds, and from 2009 to 2012 was Deputy Chief of Mission 

in Bamako, Mali. Unexpectedly, September the 5th, at the State Department’s Africa Bureau, Donald 

Yamamoto has taken office as Acting Assistant Secretary of State for Africa. It is worth noting that 

this is a one-year assignment, so as to give to the administration more time to decide whom to 

formally nominate for the position, upon Senate confirmation. Particularly, Yamamoto served as 

Acting Assistant Secretary, after Carson’s 2013 departure. He is currently senior vice president of 

the National Defense University. Before that, he was U.S. ambassador to Djibouti from 2000 to 2003 

and to Ethiopia from 2006 to 2009 and chargé d’affaires in Somalia in 2016; he held senior posts in 

Afghanistan in 2014 and 2015. In truth, Yamamoto’s appointment was a surprise, as another 

candidate was in pole position, J. Peter Pham, Vice President for Research and Regional Initiatives 

and Director of the Africa Center at the Atlantic Council4.  

 

                                                        
1  Before Attallah, Lt. Gen. Michael Lynn, Trump’s first NSC head, named Robin Townley to that post, but he was unable 

to take the job after the CIA rejected his security clearance. 
2  Rudolph Atallah, a retired lieutenant colonel who spent 21 years in the U.S. Air Force. He previously served as defence 

attaché accredited to six West African countries and director of the Sub-Saharan Africa Orientation Course at the U.S. 
Special Operations Command (USSOCOM). 

3  The State Department’s Africa Bureau operates on the basis of the following four guidelines: strengthening of 
democratic institutions; support African economic growth and development; promotion of peace & security; facilitating 
business opportunities. See: http://www.state.gov/p/af/ 

4  See www.atlanticcouncil.org 

http://www.state.gov/p/af/
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/
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In actual fact, the Republican Senator of Oklahoma, Jamese Inhofe, pro-Polisario, considering Pham 

too prone on Morocco’s positions has contributed a lot to boycotting Pham’s nomination, even 

preferring to him a former Republican member of the U.S. House of Representatives from Georgia, 

Jack Kingston. 

 

Fiscal Year 2018 and Africa 

By and large, it is a concern of many African governments and observers, President Trump’s 2018 

fiscal year proposal for closing or reducing various US initiatives in Africa by October the 1st 2017, 

when the Congress will vote on the economic plan of the New US Administration.  

Such a spending-review will probably focus on both the bilateral relations that the State Department 

has with individual African countries and the multilateral ones, when it comes to Washington 

contributions to international organizations such as the United Nations (UN) and its related agencies, 

as well as the International Financial Institutions (IFIs); for instance, a reduction of about 33 million 

dollars per year to the detriment of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)5 has already been 

announced. Also the Agency for International Development (USAID) and the Millennium Challenge 

Corporation (MCC)6 budgets will be also revised. Regarding the Peace Support Operations (PSOs), 

a 25 percent reduction in US contributions to UN peacekeeping operations is foreseen that is highly 

controversial, since in an enhanced security context, it would sooner or later lead to a greater direct 

involvement of US troops on African territory; at the same time China now employs almost three 

thousand men in seven peace operations in Africa, which is a growing trend. Besides, some 

American embassies across Africa could run the risk to be closed. Indeed, as early as March, 

President Trump had firstly announced a cut of $11 billion budget of the State Department, and 

secondly another one of 28 percent – that is to say $3 billion – for Africa’s development aid, so to 

scale down from current 8 billion annually to 5.2 per year. Furthermore, Trump has revealed his 

intention to resize some state agencies such as the United States African Development Foundation 

(USADF)7 through a cut in funding of $3 million. The American initiatives for Africa at risk are Power 

Africa, Feed the Future, PEPFAR and AGOA. The Power Africa program, conceived in 2013 by 

Obama, in order to overcome the lack of and the inadequacy of African electrical infrastructures, to 

make about thirty thousand Watts of electricity available, has money saver outcomes too, letting the 

average American citizen save almost ninety billion dollars in a five-year period, which is why it has 

received bipartisan support from Democrats as well as Republicans, so that ending its activities 

would be objectively counterproductive. Yet, another Obama’s program is also jeopardized: Feed 

the Future8, with the goal to improve the quality of seed, agricultural techniques, irrigation, crop 

storage and distribution in the market, especially in Africa. Started by Bush in 2003, the President’s 

Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) 9, to help those with HIV-AIDS syndrome, particularly in 

Africa, will be reduced by one billion dollars a year. So far, PEPFAR has committed more than $70 

billion in funding to fighting HIV-AIDS as well as tuberculosis and malaria, having provided life-saving 

antiretroviral drugs for 11.5 million people. Enacted in 2000 by Clinton, the Africa Growth and 

Opportunity Act (AGOA) 10 is a multilateral treaty that has increased the commercial exchange 

between the United States and Africa.  

                                                        
5  See: http://www.unfpa.org/  
6  The MCC is an initiative that George W. Bush wanted in 2004, thanks to which the US have increased their aid to the 

most powerful African countries with more than thirty billion annually. See: https://www.mcc.gov/  
7  The USADF is an independent state agency established by the Congress, to support African businesses that improve 

their lives in poor and vulnerable communities in Africa. See: http://www.usadf.gov/ 
8  See: https://www.feedthefuture.gov/ 
9  See: https://www.pepfar.gov/  
10  See: http://trade.gov/agoa/  

http://www.unfpa.org/
https://www.mcc.gov/
http://www.usadf.gov/
https://www.feedthefuture.gov/
https://www.pepfar.gov/
http://trade.gov/agoa/
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AGOA, which has been the cornerstone of US trade policy with Africa, was renewed in September 

2015 by Obama, and is slated to expire in 2025. So far, it has been allowing 39 eligible Sub-Saharan 

Africa countries to export certain goods to the US market duty-free. The U.S. trade deficit with African 

countries dropped to $4.7 billion in 2016, from $16.7 billion in 2000, when AGOA was put in place. 

Notwithstanding, the United States is falling behind in Africa to China and the European Union: 

Chinese exports to Africa in 2015 totaled $102 billion, while the U.S. exported only $17.8 billion. 

Since AGOA’s enactment, Angola, South Africa and Nigeria have dominated exports to the US, 

accounting for almost 80 percent of its total. It is foreseeable that, being Trump likely to support 

bilateral trade deals over multi-party agreements, he would suggest a preference for individually-

negotiated deals. However, no precise action in this direction was taken at the AGOA Forum Togo11, 

under the theme “The United States and Africa: Partnering for Prosperity through Trade”, organized 

in August in Lomé and co-chaired by Washington. 

There are other private or public entities with activities in Africa that run the risk of being scaled 

down: OPICS, USTDA and EXIM Bank. Established in 1971, the Overseas Private Investment 

Corporation (OPIC)12 is a self-sustaining U.S. Government agency that helps American businesses 

invest in emerging markets, managing the risks associated with foreign direct investment. The United 

States Trade and Development Agency (USTDA)13 has more than doubled the size of its Africa 

portfolio in the last eight years, supporting 135 projects across 14 countries. This early-stage 

investment, which has the potential to mobilize more than $17 billion in private and public financing, 

has already helped to realize $2.5 billion in U.S. exports. From 2009-2016, Export-Import Bank of 

the United States (EXIM Bank)14 authorizations doubled in Sub-Saharan Africa as compared to the 

previous eight-year period, and rose across all of Africa by 45 percent. In the past five years, EXIM 

Bank has approved more than $6.3 billion in financing for U.S. exports to Sub-Saharan Africa, 

including a record $2.1 billion in 2014. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

According to the most relevant political analysts, during Trump’s first six months in office, US-Africa 

policy has been adrift. As a matter of fact, at no time, since the creation of the State Department’s 

Africa Bureau in 1958, has Washington been so distracted and disengaged on African policy.  

Late August, Secretary of State Tillerson gave an outlook of US foreign policy priorities, touching on 

North Korea, China, Syria, Ukraine, and Venezuela, among other issues, without mentioning Africa 

at all. At the same time, though, U.S. exports to Africa have declined from 38 billion in 2014 to 22 

billion dollars in 2016, while China is Africa’s largest trade partner, with $102 billion in exports in 

2015. The number of Chinese-funded projects increased by more than 100 percent in 2016 

compared to the previous year, creating some 40,000 jobs in Africa, more than three times as many 

as American investments. That would be enough to push Washington to focus on investing in Africa 

rather than reducing them. 

Sponsored by the Corporate Council on Africa (CCA)15, the 2017 US-Africa Business Summit, held 

(13-16 June) in Washington, was attended by US Secretary of Commerce, Wilbur Ross, too. Ross, 

strong in Trump’s assertion at the G7 of Taormina, for which Africa is a place of opportunity, assured 

that there would be continuity in American commercial trade with Africa, according to ‘trade-not aid’ 

pattern. He said that we cannot ignore such a large, dynamic and vital part of the world, adding that 

the Administration would like to see Africa continue to grow and become more self-reliant.  

                                                        
11  See: http://www.agoa-togo.tg/ 
12  See: https://www.opic.gov/  
13  See: https://www.ustda.gov/  
14  See: https://www.exim.gov/  
15  Since 1993, the Corporate Council on Africa is the leading U.S. business association focused solely on connecting 

business interests in Africa. See: http://www.corporatecouncilonafrica.com/ 

http://www.agoa-togo.tg/
https://www.opic.gov/
https://www.ustda.gov/
https://www.exim.gov/
http://www.corporatecouncilonafrica.com/
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Ross noted that Africa is home to some of the fastest-growing economies on the planet, and that’s 

generating new demand for goods and services.  

“The critical question that decision-makers in Africa must ask is this: As these upward trends 

continue, with whom do you want to collaborate? I believe that the more African nations partner with 

U.S. businesses, the better off both Africa and the United States will be.” On that occasion, the 

President of the African Development Bank, Akinwumi Adesina, reiterated that the U.S.-Africa 

business relationship has to go beyond trade till ultimate investments. “Africa offers you all the Deal 

of the Century and America should not be left behind,” said he. In fact, one has to think of a continent 

where household expenditures will rise to $1.4 trillion in the next three years, where business-to-

business investments will rise to $3.5 trillion in the next eight years and where the population by 

2050 will be the same size as India and China taken together today. Will the new US Administration 

accept these guidelines? 
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The Middle East, and particularly the Persian Gulf region, was a controversial element of Donald 

Trump’s presidential campaign program, which eventually led him to win the elections on November 

8, 2016. 

The agreement signed by the international community with Iran has been object of a particularly 

deliberate criticism, as well as counter-terrorism management and the relations with the allied 

countries in the region. 

Despite the threatening intentions of the electoral campaign, however, the first six months of the 

Trump administration did not produce significant US policy changes in the region, leaving the political 

and military strategy in the area almost unchanged. 

 

The Iranian nuclear agreement 

The nuclear agreement reached in 2015 by the countries of the so-called 5 + 1 group (USA, Russia, 

China, France, Great Britain and Germany) with Iran, known as JCPOA and implemented on 1 

January 2016, represented one of the main topics of Donald Trump's foreign policy campaign. 

On September 6, 2016, during an event in Virginia Beach, Donald Trump argued that it was the 

negotiation desired and initiated by Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton in transforming Iran into a 

global threat, transforming Iran from a "dying country" into a "great regional actor", and defining the 

agreement as the product of the "highest level of incompetence"1. 

A few months earlier, invited to speak at an AIPAC conference - the American Israel Public Affairs 

Committee, a powerful lobbying group for the development of the relations with the state of Israel - 

Trump explained how he would handle relations with Iran in case of victory, arguing that "my first 

priority will be to dismantle the disastrous agreement with Iran"2. 

On September 8, 2015, then, Trump wrote his criticism on the agreement with Iran, defining it in an 

article published on USA Today as the result of "the total incompetence of our president and 

politicians."3 

The issue of the negotiation with Iran, therefore, was a central element of Donald Trump's campaign, 

which sought to rally the wave of opposition to Obama's administration by moving charges as heavy 

as generic to JCPOA, threatening to actually suspend - if not the revocation - in order to conquer 

those members of the electorate who are particularly sensitive to Middle Eastern issues. 

In spite of the heavy threats formulated during the election campaign, however, during the first six 

months of 2017, the administration has always confirmed the renewal of suspensions on sanctions, 

while recognizing at the same time full respect by Iran of the provisions contained in the agreement 

signed by the international community4. 

New sanctions has been issued, this is true, but it has always been a matter of marginal measures, 

not connected to JCPOA, and only instrumental in transforming the Tehran missile program into a 

new negotiating arena. These sanctions, in essence, respond to the need to demonstrate to the most 

radical and conservative voters in the republican sphere that the administration has not betrayed, 

                                                        
1  Katherine Krueger, “Trump on Iran Threat: They Were ‘Dying’ Before US Made Them A ‘World Power’”, Talking Points 

Memo, 6 settembre 2016, 

http://talkingpointsmemo.com/livewire/donald-trump-downplays-iran-threat-nuclear-deal 
2  Sarah Begley, “Read Donald Trump’s Speech to AIPAC”, Time, 21 marzo 2016. http://time.com/4267058/donald-

trump-aipac-speech-transcript/ 
3  Donald Trump, “Amateur hour with the Iran nuclear deal”, USA Today, 8 settembre 2015, 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2015/09/08/donald-trump-amateur-hour-iran-nuclear-deal-column/71884090/ 
4 Nicola Pedde, “Sul nucleare iraniano Trump abbaia ma non morde”, Huffington Post, 20 aprile 2017, 

http://www.huffingtonpost.it/nicola-pedde/sul-nucleare-iraniano-trump-abbaia-ma-non-morde_a_22047906/ 
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continuing to systematically strike the Iranian regime with sanctions that - in the light of this narrative 

- should compromise the capacity for economic, military and social development. 

The renewal of the suspension of sanctions is, however, confirmed by regularity, implicitly 

acknowledging that the United States recognizes full respect for Iran in the management of JCPOA, 

in the context of negotiating automatisms that regulate the overall community-defined relationship 

management at regular intervals international. 

The latest US certification of compliance with the agreements dates back to July 17, in response to 

a statement by Secretary of State Rex Tillerson confirming to the President the full fulfilment of the 

contractual clauses by Iran, with the confirmation of the International Agency for Atomic Energy5. 

US treaty law stipulates that the administration should notify the Congress every 90 days of respect 

for Iran's key elements of JCPOA, thus confirming the United States' renewal of the suspension of 

some of the many sanctions imposed on Iran. 

This complex management mechanism also allows appreciating some nuances of US foreign and 

security policy towards Iran. President Trump is, in fact, contrary to the management of an agreement 

that tends to normalize and hence the legitimacy of Iran as a reliable counterpart in compliance with 

the provisions of the agreements. Iran is, and remains, an enemy of the United States and, in the 

president's view, must be subject to much more radical and coercive policies than the positive and 

constructive overall relational plan defined by the JCPOA agreement. 

Not on the same line are the former military entourage which represents the backbone of the 

administration, and in particular National Security Council’s Herbert Raymond McMaster, Secretary 

of State Rex Tillerson and Secretary of Defense James Mattis, who despite a common position of 

adversity to the Islamic Republic of Iran, do not consider it useful and profitable to determine a crisis 

with Tehran in the light of these conditions. 

Some US foreign policy observers have come to the conclusion that Trump would urge his executive 

to find a solution to engage Iran in a growing political conflict with the aim of denouncing somehow 

the JCPOA violation and exercising it, snap back option. McMaster, Tillerson and Mattis, however, 

would oppose a blatant US hostile initiative, opting instead for an aggressive strategy pushing Iran 

to withdraw from the deal, under the pressure of constant financial paralysis and the inability to 

transform hundreds of memorandum of understanding signed with European companies in real-

rewarding contracts. 

The option to accelerate this process, hoping that Iranians would react – especially by the hawk 

component within the US administration - is to insist on pressure against Iran through the approval 

of new and ongoing sanctions related to distinct elements from the JCPOA, such as the development 

of the missile program, the human rights issue or even, though more difficult, the issue of support 

for terrorism. 

Where the Trump Administration wants or can actually come up with this strategy, it is not at this 

stage possible to determine it with certainty, as it is unclear how McMaster, Tillerson, and Mattis 

positions are coinciding in supporting the escalation ambitions of the president or in holding them . 

 

Trump and the Gulf Monarchies 

If the Iranian file allows to identify divergences, or at least different perceptions, between the 

chairman and the top leaders of the institutional apparatus, the management of regional policy 

towards the Gulf monarchies seems even less definite. 

President Trump specifically wished that Saudi Arabia would have been the first state visit of his 

presidential mandate, going to Riyadh on May 20 and meeting with King Salman, his son Mohammad 

                                                        
5  Peter Baker, “Trump recertifies Iran nuclear deal, but only reluctantly”, New York Times, 17 luglio 2017, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/17/us/politics/trump-iran-nuclear-deal-recertify.html#permid=23305672?smid=tw-
share 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/17/us/politics/trump-iran-nuclear-deal-recertify.html#permid=23305672?smid=tw-share
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/17/us/politics/trump-iran-nuclear-deal-recertify.html#permid=23305672?smid=tw-share


The President of the United States has announced a new course of foreign policy.  

What is actually going to change? 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue III 82 

Bin Salman - Defense Minister and, today, a new Crown Prince - and Mohammad bin Nayef, (crown 

prince up to a month ago), a historic ally of the United States and a second generation exponent of 

the complex system of Saudi power6. 

The visit took place in utmost friendliness, with a ceremonial visibly constructed to give the guest the 

utmost of possible honours, in the name of a renewed collaboration that decreed the end of the frost 

that had characterized the double mandate of the Obama presidency7. 

While the "man of Washington" in Riyadh has historically been in recent years, Mohammad bin 

Nayef, whose US network is vast and of a very high standard, Donald Trump has immediately 

manifested a natural harmony with Mohammad bin Salman, a young and ambitious son of King 

Salman, whose intervention in the region must be initiated and hardened relations with Iran and its 

allies8. 

Mohammad bin Nayef had so far represented the main point of contact with the tops of the US 

institutional and security system, with whom he has always coordinated regional policies and 

strategies, exchanged confidential information and agreed on a cooperation policy with wide range 

that has led to remarkable results in the many operating theatres in which the United States is 

militarily involved. Nevertheless, Donald Trump during his state visit focused his interest on the son 

of the sovereign, visibly sharing the positions, the way of thinking and acting. 

This visit, therefore, has caused some technical change in the administration, and at the same time 

convinced Mohammad bin Salman of the full and definitive support of the United States in the 

direction of his personal view of the Saudi and regional national priorities, confirming what the young 

prince he seemed to be fully tuned during his visit to Washington in the previous month of March9. 

A tune that seems to have had immediate consequences, including for US interests in the region, as 

demonstrated by the Qatar crisis crushed just after the Trump visit to Riyadh, and made possible by 

the Saudi interpretations of that same visit, understood as the total and unconditional support of the 

United States to the strategic vision of Saudi Arabia and its regional ally, the United Arab Emirates. 

However, the Qatar crisis has raised concerns in Washington, where the relationship with Doha has 

always been tightened both in terms of defense (the largest US military base in the region is in Qatar) 

and on foreign policy (Qatar has been the first country to support US policy in North Africa, providing 

concrete support in both Libya and Egypt in 2011). 

For this reason, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and Defense Secretary James Mattis - both on a 

state-of-the-art trip to Australia at the time of the crisis - immediately took up the issue, providing 

their personal commitment with a view to finding a quick solution that wasting unwanted effects, in 

particular Rex Tillerson made it clear from the outset that the United States would support the 

proposed mediation by Kuwait. 

While Tillerson and Mattis's action intensified, however, President Trump issued a television 

interview in which he accused Qatar of being a "historic high-level terrorist lender", causing some 

embarrassment in the Washington administration10. 

                                                        
6  “Trump arrives in Saudi Arabia in first foreign trip”, Al Jazeera, 20 maggio 2017, 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/05/trump-arrives-saudi-arabia-foreign-trip-170520063253596.html 
7  Anne Applebaum, “Trump’s bizarre and un-American visit to Saudi Arabia”, The Washington Post, 21 maggio 2017, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/05/21/trumps-bizarre-and-un-american-visit-to-saudi-
arabia/?utm_term=.bc35c5bcb78c 

8  Daniel Larison, “Trump and Mohammed bin Salman”, The American Conservative, 18 maggio 2017, 
http://www.theamericanconservative.com/larison/trump-and-mohammed-bin-salman/ 

9  “Saudi deputy crown prince, Trump meeting a ‘turning point’: Saudi adviser”, Reuters, 14 marzo 2017, 
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-usa-idUSKBN16L2CT 

10  David Smith, Sabrina Siddiqui, Peter Beaumont, “Gulf crisis: Trump escalates row by accusing Qatar of sponsoring 
terror”, The Guardian, 9 giugno 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jun/09/trump-qatar-sponsor-
terrorism-middle-east 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/05/trump-arrives-saudi-arabia-foreign-trip-170520063253596.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/05/21/trumps-bizarre-and-un-american-visit-to-saudi-arabia/?utm_term=.bc35c5bcb78c
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2017/05/21/trumps-bizarre-and-un-american-visit-to-saudi-arabia/?utm_term=.bc35c5bcb78c
http://www.theamericanconservative.com/larison/trump-and-mohammed-bin-salman/
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-usa-idUSKBN16L2CT
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jun/09/trump-qatar-sponsor-terrorism-middle-east
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jun/09/trump-qatar-sponsor-terrorism-middle-east
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A good number of analysts and journalists identified Trump's generals Jared Kushner, entourage of 

the United Arab Emirates ambassador to Washington, Yousef Al Otiba, as a possible source of 

commentary. Accredited by Tillerson and Mattis as the emissary of a sort of "parallel" foreign policy, 

built through staff and direct relationship with the father-in-law11. The apparent contrast between the 

statements has been overcome, however, with the dominance of the administration's pragmatism 

on the White House's power. Only six days later, with the permission to sell Qatar's 36 F-15 aircraft, 

a clear $ 12 billion deal was confirmed, confirming in fact both political and military support for Doha. 

The crisis triggered by Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates against Qatar has therefore 

evolved with the demand for 13 conditions deemed unacceptable by Doha, which has resisted the 

pressure of the antagonists by receiving support both at regional and international level. To date, the 

evolution of the crisis seems to evolve in favour of Qatar's position and interests. 

 

                                                        
11  Mark Perry, “Tillerson and Mattis cleaning up Kushner’s Middle East mess”, The American Conservative, 27 giugno 

2017, http://www.theamericanconservative.com/articles/tillerson-and-mattis-cleaning-up-kushners-middle-east-mess/ 

http://www.theamericanconservative.com/articles/tillerson-and-mattis-cleaning-up-kushners-middle-east-mess/
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A turning point in the U.S. foreign policy towards Africa? 

The new course of the Trump administration had been greeted with some scepticism by those who 

hoped for continuity in the US policy towards Sub-Saharan Africa. According to some analysts, the 

realism of the new US policy-makers and the emphasis on the protection of the American economic 

interests could have translated into a gradual reduction of existing financial commitments to African 

countries, endangering the continuation of development aid programs and preferential trade treaties 

such as the Young African Leader Initiative (YALI), Power Africa or the African Growth and 

Opportunity Act (AGOA). 

The publication of the draft budgetary plan for the year 2018, titled "America First", has to some 

extent confirmed the coldness of the new administration towards the instruments of soft power and 

the will to focus on the military dimension of the relationship between the US and the African 

continent1. "America First" prefigures a sharp increase in the defence budget at the expense of the 

State Department and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), which is 

supposed to undergo a 28% combined reduction of the appropriations for the year 2017.  

Another clue of Trump’s realism in the realm of foreign policy emerges from the proposal to abolish 

several cooperation agencies – for instance, the African Development Foundation – and merge the 

State Department and the USAID into a single agency, so as to make development aid more 

subordinated to the needs of diplomacy. Although the aforementioned data suggest a deep revision 

of the US foreign policy towards Africa in general and Southern and Eastern Africa in particular, it is, 

however, presumable to think that such statements of intent will be profoundly revised following the 

scrutiny of the legislative branch. The current dialectics between the White House and the Congress 

on the approval of the new budget for 2018, in fact, reveals the existence of a transversal consensus 

between Democrats and Republicans against the hypothesis of drastic cuts, as well as the 

determination to preserve the centrality of diplomacy and development aid in the management of 

North-South relations. 

 

A difficult relationship 

Trump's nominations so far offer further insights on possible patterns of continuity and rupture in the 

US foreign policy towards Africa. In his speech to State Department officials in May, the new 

Secretary of State, Tillerson, reiterated that the United States' main objective in Africa is to prevent 

the spread of the Islamic State, Al Qaeda and any other terrorist organization, confirming the primary 

role of the military instrument in pursuit of US interests in the continent. At the same time, Tillerson 

warned about the need to look at Africa as an opportunity, foreshadowing a greater presence of 

American business groups there2. 

Indeed, the appointment of the former CEO of Exxon, Tillerson, to the post of Secretary of State 

suggests a more pragmatic foreign policy approach and the abandonment of Obama's idealistic 

rhetoric. The choice of a former three-star general such as McMaster to the role of National Security 

Advisor (NSA), in turn, is an indication of the growing influence of the military in the decision-making 

process, as it represents a net reversal of the recent trend that saw the appointment of civilians to 

the NSA office. There is, however, another point that suggests that Africa is not at the top of the 

White House's foreign policy priorities, at least at this stage. It is the fact that the Trump 

administration has not yet identified an Assistant Secretary for African Affairs.  

                                                 
1  Office of Management and Budget, “America First: a Budget Blueprint to Make America Great Again”, 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/whitehouse.gov/files/omb/budget/fy2018/2018_blueprint.pdf 
2  https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2017/05/270620.htm  

https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2017/05/270620.htm
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This administrative vacuum could indicate the will not to give strong political guidance to the agency 

responsible for developing the diplomatic strategy towards Africa, thereby delegating such 

responsibility to the Pentagon. 

The lack of interest towards Africa has so far found confirmation in the behaviours of the new US 

head of state. The only two leaders with whom Trump had a telephone conversation after his rise to 

office were the Presidents of Nigeria and South Africa. If the meetings at the margins of the G7 of 

Taormina and the presence of the Sudanese president during the visit to Saudi Arabia are ruled out, 

Trump has not yet had any official diplomatic meeting with African Heads of State. Another sign of 

Africa's marginality in this first glimpse of Trump administration is the diplomatic incident that involved 

the head of the African Union (UA) Commission, Moussa Faki, and the Secretary of State 

Tillerson. The set back took place in April, when Tillerson at the last minute cancelled a bilateral 

meeting in Washington DC with Faki, who then declined the alternative proposal of a meeting with 

minor officials from the State Department3. In this case, the diplomatic stalemate between Tillerson 

and Faki may in part be explained in light of the not very idyllic relations of the new Secretary of 

State with the Chadian government – of which Faki was Minister for Foreign Affairs from 2008 to 

2016 – during the course of his mandate at the head of EXXON.  

 

South Africa 

The intention to improve relations with those African countries that are suitable to provide new 

opportunities for US businesses groups overseas makes it reasonable to believe that South Africa 

can become one of the privileged partners of the United States in the next future. It is no coincidence 

that bilateral trade was at the centre of the conversation between Zuma and Trump in February.  

The phone call to Zuma was also a sign of pragmatism and willingness to reset the diplomatic 

squabbles that had marked the election campaign. In fact, it should not be neglected that the South 

African President had somewhat sided with Clinton in September 2016, when he decided to reject 

the Republican candidate's invitation to a bilateral meeting at the margins of the United Nations 

General Assembly meeting in New York. 

Despite a seemingly encouraging start, relations between Washington and Pretoria have so far been 

characterized by dialectical tension. This is mainly due to the White House's decision to withdraw 

from the Paris agreements on Climate Change: an announcement that was immediately followed by 

a strong statement on the part of the Department for Environmental Affairs of the South African 

government, which depicted the decision of the United States to get out of the Paris agreements as 

contrary to the US global responsibility to human mankind and in contrast with its moral obligation 

as a major producer of global emissions4. 

 

Horn of Africa 

The policy hitherto followed by the American government in the Horn of Africa is in many ways a 

litmus test of what could be the priorities and the modus operandi of the White House in Africa in the 

next future. The journey of the Secretary of Defense in April to Djibouti to "reaffirm the fundamental 

military alliances"5 of the United States in the region, combined with the aforementioned non-

appointment of an Assistant Secretary for Africa, confirms the decision-making shift from the State 

                                                 
3  http://thehill.com/policy/international/africa/330513-tillerson-snubs-african-union-head-report 
4  South Africa asks US President Donald Trump to reconsider his Paris agreement decision, Firstpost, 3 June 2017, 

http://www.firstpost.com/world/south-africa-asks-us-president-donald-trump-to-reconsider-his-paris-agreement-
decision-3514013.html  

5  https://www.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1152333/mattis-trip-to-make-stops-in-middle-east-africa/ 

http://www.firstpost.com/world/south-africa-asks-us-president-donald-trump-to-reconsider-his-paris-agreement-decision-3514013.html
http://www.firstpost.com/world/south-africa-asks-us-president-donald-trump-to-reconsider-his-paris-agreement-decision-3514013.html
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Department to the Department of Defence. Mattis' visit also suggests a potential downplay of the 

axis between Washington and Addis Ababa in the war against Al Shabaab.  

The decision to stop in Djibouti alone and bypass the Ethiopian capital has not gone unnoticed, as 

well as the fact that Ethiopia has never been quoted directly by the Trump administration in any 

official speech, unlike the repeated calls by Obama to Ethiopia as an oasis of stability and economic 

development in a region otherwise marked by conflicts and under development. 

Ethiopia has every reason to be worried by the US foreign policy paradigm shift, but it is not the only 

one. According to an unpublished report from the East African web site, the US administration plan 

is to cover the lower appropriations for the 2018 State Department budget through a rationalization 

of development funds to Ethiopia, Uganda, Rwanda, Tanzania today, Kenya and Burundi6. The US 

Embassy in Addis Ababa dismissed these projections as mere speculation, but still admitted that it 

could not forecast about the maintenance of many aid programs carried out during the Obama 

presidency. 

Somalia, on the contrary, is probably going to benefit from net increase in development and military 

aid allocations. The former Italian colony will probably be, along with Djibouti, one of the main 

priorities of the Trump administration. In the case of Djibouti, the underlying reason is the presence 

of the AFRICOM Headquarters and the will to preserve a privileged relationship with the Djiboutian 

government and maintain unhindered access to the base at Camp Lemonnier. In the case of 

Somalia, the main issue at stake is the fight against Al Shabaab. Trump's working team had already 

sent a critical report to the State Department during the transitional period, questioning the 

effectiveness of the counter-insurgency strategy pursued by Obama during his term. In March, 

Trump designated the country as a temporary area of active hostility and changed the rules of 

engagement for the American armed forces there. While under Obama air bombing and military 

operations on the ground had to go through the screening of multiple agencies and could be 

authorized only whether the goal of the raid was posing a direct threat to US interests, the new rules 

exclude inter-ministerial scrutiny and authorize operations against groups or infrastructures related 

to Al Shabaab even in presence of nearby civilians, as long as the number of potential collateral 

victims is considered proportionate to the relevance of the objective. In April, the United States 

announced the further deployment in Mogadishu of several dozen units from the 101st airborne 

division for training mission to the Somali armed forces. 

The innovations introduced by the Trump administration, albeit relevant, do not mark a turning point 

with the US policy in Somalia under Obama, who had already made extensive use of drones and 

Special Forces for targeted operations. The most important element that emerges from the above-

mentioned measures is rather the confirmation of AFRICOM's weight in the elaboration of the US 

policy towards the region. Change in the rules of engagement, in fact, followed a specific request 

from AFRICOM commander, Waldhauser, who has argued how the new regulatory framework will 

provide greater flexibility to US troops on the ground7 . 

 

                                                 
6  http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/US-spending-in-East-Africa/2558-3912632-c3n6ubz/index.html  
7  C. Savage, E. Smith, “Trump eases combat rules in Somalia intended to protect civilians”, New York Times, 30 March 

2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/30/world/africa/trump-is-said-to-ease-combat-rules-in-somalia-designed-to-
protect-civilians.html 

http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/US-spending-in-East-Africa/2558-3912632-c3n6ubz/index.html
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After Donald Trump's victory in the 2016 US presidential election, half-world media had consolidated 

the belief that - given the deep distance imprinted on Russian-American bilateral relations by 

President Obama and the Trump's public demonstrations of sympathy for Putin - it would be possible 

to imagine a progressive improvement in US-Russia relations, with a consequent advantage for 

bilateral and, consequently, worldwide balances. 

Indeed, in the first seven months of office, US and Russian presidencies have remained officially 

distant, while controversy and allegations of a supposed Moscow active role to discredit Democratic 

candidate Hillary Clinton in favor of Trump continue to enrich new details and evidence, while 

discrediting every possible bilateral contact. 

The direct state-of-the-art report test came at the G20 summit in Hamburg (July, 7-8), where the first 

meeting between the two leaders took place, officially preceded only by sporadic telephone 

conversations. On the eve of the event, National Security Adviser H.R. McMaster at a press 

conference had stated that no specific agenda had been prepared and that presidents would have 

discussed any topic they had decided at the moment, while Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, 

had stated that the agenda would consist in seeking the normalization of dialogue. 

A summary of the issues actually dealt with and the positions reached has arisen from the press 

conference held by Minister Lavrov at the margins of the G20 summit. Without giving in to easy 

emphasis on the duration of the meeting (2 hours and 16 minutes compared to 30 minutes planned 

in advance), he cites as the main topics of the conversation (which took place in a warm atmosphere, 

"practical and business-like" http: / /www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-

/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2809507 ): Syria, Ukraine, Korean Peninsula, cyber 

security. Concrete positions have been reached on some of these themes, first of all the creation of 

a de-escalation area in the southwest of Syria (areas of Daraa, Quneitra and Souweida), established 

in a memorandum signed in Amman the same July 7 by representatives of Russia, the United States 

and Jordan. Russia and the United States have committed themselves to ensuring the cease-fire 

regime (which came into force on 9 July at 1200 Damascus time) by all the groups fighting on the 

ground, as well as providing humanitarian aid and establishing contacts between the opposition in 

the region and the monitoring center in Amman. At the beginning, security in de-escalation areas will 

be provided by the Russian military police in coordination with Jordanians and Americans. 

Fundamental to safeguarding Russia's position vis-à-vis the government of Damascus, Russia, 

Jordan, and the United States undertake to maintain Syria's sovereignty and territorial integrity and 

to observe United Nations Security Council resolutions. 

The second negotiating point reached by the parties concerned Ukraine and, in particular, the 

appointment of a special envoy to follow the current crisis solution, by keeping open a channel of 

direct dialogue with Russia and working towards the implementation of as set out in the Minsk 

agreements, with the support of the Normandy negotiating format. On July 7, Secretary of State Rex 

Tillerson chose as special representative of Ukraine's Kurt Volker, former US ambassador to NATO. 

Lavrov has hoped to receive shortly a visit from the Special Envoy to Ukraine in order to launch a 

constructive dialogue. 

The third result that Lavrov cites concerns, finally, the joint commitment to tackling the cyber threat, 

a sensitive issue due to a multitude of destabilizing factors such as terrorism, crime, and children 

vulnerability. 

An agreement has also been reached on short procedures for appointing new ambassadors. 

Other issues have remained out of the debated topics, such as climate change, trade, and sanctions 

against Russia.  

https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=it&prev=_t&sl=it&tl=en&u=http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2809507
https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=it&prev=_t&sl=it&tl=en&u=http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/2809507
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The question of the Russian diplomatic buildings seized by the US authorities in December 2016 in 

Maryland and out of New York as a measure of retaliation for interference in the presidential 

campaign was not directly addressed but the meeting marked the start for an ad hoc contact at the 

US Department of State. The seizure coincided with the expulsion of 35 Russian agents has been 

experienced by Moscow as a difficult to accept event and countermeasures are being meditated. 

Washington, on the other hand, has asked to stop to limit the US diplomatic activities in Russia and 

to lift the ban on the adoption of Russian children. 

The direct meeting between the two presidents would seem to have sealed a diplomatic timetable 

already in progress rather than the launch of a new political course, as, at the same time, decisions 

were reached at national or international level, which confirmed the content of the meeting. However, 

there are some limits to be considered. The question of supposed Russian interference in the 2016 

election campaign casts doubt on the position of a third observer that Moscow intends to support 

related to American affairs, while some offhand Trump declarations add irrationality and discontinuity 

in maintaining a diplomatic position both with Russia and other allies. On the eve of the meeting with 

Putin, Trump had talks with President Andrzej Duda in Warsaw, and he reassured him about the US 

commitment to work together in response to the destabilizing actions and behavior of Russia in 

Eastern Europe. In addition, Trump declared the US intention to be the strongest partner of Central 

and Eastern European countries in the effort to relieve them from dependence on Russian energy 

resources (Radio Free Europe, July 6). Actually, what Trump stated in Poland collides with the tones 

taken on the bilateral talk with President Putin the following day. Additionally, it is not obvious that a 

commitment taken by US president will find political support at the internal level, as in the case of 

the joint group against cyber threats, discredited and abandoned when he came back from the G20. 

The starting level of US-Russian bilateral relations, drawn by Obama's presidency, is too low, in 

order to achieve significant and sensible improvement in close-up times. However, at the moment 

Russia and the United States showed the will to open some channels of dialogue, at least on 

international issues of mutual concern on which it is possible to reach a win-win agreement for both. 

Objective limits remain from the previous administration, along with some declarations of the 

American president, hardly in line with the linear rationality of Moscow's leadership. 
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Donald Trump’s arrival to the White House has significantly changed the existing equilibrium in Asia. 

The President’s unpredictable attitude was considered by many as the trigger for greater uncertainty 

in Asia and not only there. Nonetheless, from Trump’s election until present, the equilibrium in the 

Far East was mainly affected by three elements: the concerns deriving from the so-called American 

“withdrawal” from Asia; China’s attempts to increase its influence in the region while the US are 

stepping back; and the re-emergence of the Korean crisis. 

The official US refusal to ratify the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP) has been a hard blow for all those 

nations believing in Barack Obama’s project, covertly anti-Chinese. The TPP was born as a 

commercial agreement among 12 nations: Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Mexico, New 

Zealand, Peru, Singapore, United States, and Vietnam. This agreement was the outcome of 5 years 

of negotiations to find a formula able to make all participating nations happy. Deliberately excluding 

China, the TPP led many Asian countries to revive their commercial and strategic relationships with 

the US, whose commitment to launch the TPP was considered a tool to counterbalance Chinese 

assertiveness in the region. However, the perspectives of Australia, New Zealand, Japan and India 

– considered US’ historic allies in the region – were very different. In fact, India was only slightly 

impacted by these facts because the country has never been a TPP signatory. Conversely, Australia, 

Japan, and to a lesser extent even New Zealand, considered being part of the TPP as the tacit 

formalization of a significant choice: to maintain a strong bond with the US rather than to explore a 

new independent path in foreign policy. 

Since many years, countries like Australia and Japan have been debating the opportunity to stand 

out as medium independent powers in the region rather than playing the role of US’ minor allies. 

Rather than by an evolution of US foreign policy, the need to loosen the bond with Washington is 

mainly motivated by the Australian and Japanese will to emerge as less dependent from the US in 

order to build a more solid dialogue with China. While it would be very unlikely, if not impossible, for 

China – but also for Vietnam, the Philippines and Indonesia – to alter their perceptions of nations 

involved since many decades in structured partnerships with the US, the TPP negotiation totally 

nipped this opportunity in the bud.  When Trump arrived to the White House and the debate on 

“medium powers” was brought back to the table by Australia and Japan, not only this scenario lost 

any sort of credibility but it also fostered the perception of Canberra and Tokyo as powers with a 

great potential but too indecisive to turn out to regional leaders. 

As a result, Trump’s step back in Asia – supported by the non-ratification of the TPP – not only has 

left the US allies in the region in great incertitude and weakness, but it has also created new 

opportunities for China to increase its influence in the region and to strengthen some alliances.  

In order to limit the backlashes of these choices, Australia, New Zealand and Japan even tried to 

convince their TPP partners to sign a 11 agreement - rather than a 12 one - but this attempt was not 

successful. TPP negotiations went on for several years and the possibility of a renewed US strategic 

and economic commitment in the region fostered among some minor Asian nations the belief that 

“the US return to Asia” would give them more space and flexibility to counteract Chinese interfering. 

Some of these minor nations were not even part of the American project, such as Myanmar, Vietnam 

and Malaysia. Therefore, it’s no accident that during the years of TPP final negotiations Myanmar 

decided to cancel some investment contracts with China or that the countries claiming the 

sovereignty of islands located in the South China Sea made their voices heard more vigorously. 

Hence, it was no surprise that panic rapidly spread in Asia when Trump announced that his 

government would have not signed the TPP.  



Southern and Eastern Asia  

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue III 90 

Without the US and without any medium power able to engage in a dialogue as an equal partner 

with Beijing, the only way to avoid any serious consequences in the region was to start indulging 

China again. For its part, China immediately took advantage of the situation in an unconventional 

way: rather than appearing as an aggressive nation, China used diplomacy to stand out as the only 

real Asian power with whom all other nations should deal with. The most evident outcome of this 

new wave of indulgence towards China is represented by the new compromise regarding the 

sovereignty of the South China Sea islands. 

In July 2016, the International Tribunal in The Hague answered the lawsuit brought before a Court 

of Arbitration by the Philippines in January 2013. The Tribunal declared that there are no legal bases 

for Chinese territorial claims in the South China Sea, therefore considering illegal Beijing act of 

building artificial islands in loco. However, China – thanks to an intense diplomatic effort and 

especially thanks to Trump – not only diverted media’s attention from judgement of the Tribunal, but 

it was also able to lead Asean (The Association of Southeast Asian Nations) members towards a 

resolution accepting Chinese preferences de facto. Ironically, Asean countries compromise with 

China was achieved after a meeting coordinated by the Philippines. The new leader, Rodrigo 

Duterte, pointed out how - without the American support - small nations cannot even think about 

opposing China. They are better off dealing with the existing contrasts and finding a compromise 

acceptable for all nations involved. 

Finally, it is also noteworthy that Trump – showing a strong anti-Chinese rhetoric during his electoral 

campaign – rapidly changed his attitude once elected. A lot was written on the possibility that Trump 

might adopt a more active line towards China, but, when Xi Jinping and Trump met in April in Mar-

a-Lago (Florida), experts started writing more on the leaders’ preferences for dialogue and 

confrontation. In the medium run, little has changed in the way China and the US interact.  

While Beijing might be concerned - due to Trump’s moody attitude fostering great unpredictability - 

there were no big changes seven months after Trump’s election in the US-China relations. The doors 

of dialogue and collaboration on multiple fields (politics, economics and military) are open but some 

significant obstacles are still on the way. Namely, human rights (such as Beijing refusal to the US 

request to host the Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo, out of prison because affected by cancer, who 

then died in China) political, economic and social matters (squabbling on Chinese responsibilities for 

the US commercial deficit are the order of the day). 

The only real thorn in the side of US-China relationship is the Korean crisis. The escalation of tension 

and threats characterizing the Korean peninsula over the last few months not only is unprecedented 

but it also risks of becoming the trigger for a nuclear crisis. Although there is a common will to avoid 

the worst scenario, China and the US keep on managing the crisis in a very different way. While 

Washington seems more inclined towards a hard line (directly threatening Kim Jong Un), Beijing 

keeps a more cautious approach, fearing that provocations might encourage Kim Jong Un to attack 

those he considers as enemies. The equilibrium on the Korean peninsula is very complex and hard 

to resume in a few lines, but there are three core elements to bear in mind to understand what is 

currently happening: direct provocations make Kim Jong Un even more unpredictable and less 

inclined to dialogue; China has lost part of its influence on Korea over the last few years while 

remaining an analogue country; China cannot adopt a hard line against such a problematic state 

located at its own border.  

This means that every time Washington openly threatens Pyongyang, it is also contributing to a 

greater instability in the peninsula and it reduces Beijing’s chance to find an acceptable shared 

solution. The US attitude is therefore quite challenging because what is at stake is a nuclear 

escalation representing the worst scenario for everyone.  
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Furthermore, the only strategy that might be successful in stopping Kim is to show North Korea a 

united block of powers (Japan, South Korea and Russia, coordinated by China and the US) having 

as primary goal the one of avoiding a military crisis in the region. If those powers fail to be successful 

in appearing as a cohesive group, the situation might get worse. If a conventional military attack was 

to take place at the border between the two Koreas – also because of the US and China – the 

consequences of strategic incompatibility in North Korea would be very hard to deal with and they 

might provoke multiple crises on more than one front. 
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It has been six months since the beginning of Donald Trump’s Administration. The new 

administration was received by the Latin American public opinion and by the Latin American ruling 

classes, in an interlocutory way. During the electoral campaign, in fact, Trump took every opportunity 

to criticize Obama foreign politics. With this intention, these attacks also concerned the hemispheric 

foreign policy, with particular reference to the openings toward Cuba and to the relations with Mexico. 

In both cases, the weakness of the action of the then President Obama was stressed: for what 

concern Cuba, Obama was shown until too much obliging Trump and his entourage claimed, while, 

in the case of the relations with Mexico, President Obama failed to give the proper consideration to 

the migratory matter. According what was announced by Trump entourage during the electoral 

campaign, the beginning of Trump Presidency would have given start to a real 'Copernican 

revolution' in the Inter-American relationship. A 'Copernican revolution' that would not only have 

involved Mexico and Cuba but that would have brought to a politics economic protectionist and very 

more rigid in migratory subject. 

Nowadays, however, the facts don’t follow these strong words. It is self-evident that six months seem 

to be a weary of very brief time to be able to elaborate an exhaustive review, mostly on a so sensitive 

subject as the foreign policy. Nevertheless, some tendencies can be recorded that, in these first 

months of Presidency, have marked the Inter-American relations and that will probably mark them 

in the future. 

Frankly, the discourse of Trump toward Latin America is not changed. The clean words pronounced 

against the Castro regime and for the construction of the Wall on the border between Mexico and 

United States are also continued after the polls close. In this view, one can read the reaction of 

Trump to the political crisis that Venezuela is living. A few days after the referendum announced by 

the opposition to Maduro last 16 July, the President of the United States has claimed that «the 

Venezuelan people again made clear that they stand for democracy, freedom and rule of law» and, 

he continues «Yet their strong and courageous actions continue to be ignored by a bad leader who 

dreams of becoming a dictator»: a position, this, fortified by the threat of «strong and swift economic 

actions.» in the case in which « the Maduro regime imposes its constituent assembly on July 30».1 

To now, however, there is hardly anything at all, other than declarations. With a clever line, Francisco 

Rodríguez-Jiménez, from the columns of the Spanish newspaper «El Mundo», has said «to preach 

is not equivalent to sow»2: to the oral vehemence, in fact, doesn't seem to be followed by a more 

energetic political action. On the contrary, the President of the United States always manifests a 

great interest toward different sceneries rather than Latin American arena, for instance the Middle-

East or East Europe. And then, one can only remember what happened during the administrations 

of George W. Bush that, after the attack in the Twin Towers of 9/11, when he overshadowed the 

Inter-American relationships privileging those with the Middle East: in that conjuncture, the relations 

between the United States and Latin America Countries purely assumed an economic nature. 

This was accompanied by a growth of the consensus picked up by Latin American political 

movements characterized by a strong anti-Americanism: these were the years in which the fiery 

protest against the reunion of States American organized in Argentina, in Mar del Plata, grew up.  

                                                        
1  M. Haberman e E. Londoño, «Trump Administration Is Weighing New Sanctions Aganist Venezuela» in New York 

Times, 18/07/2017 [available on line at https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/18/world/americas/trump-administration-

sanctions-venezuela.html. 
2   F. Rodríguez-Jiménez, «Trump, o el John Wayne que algunos americanos llevan dentro … (III)», in El Mundo, 

5/05/2017 [available on line at http://www.elmundo.es/blogs/elmundo/americracia/2017/05/05/trump-o-el-john-wayne-
que-algunos.html. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/18/world/americas/trump-administration-sanctions-venezuela.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/18/world/americas/trump-administration-sanctions-venezuela.html
http://www.elmundo.es/blogs/elmundo/americracia/2017/05/05/trump-o-el-john-wayne-que-algunos.html
http://www.elmundo.es/blogs/elmundo/americracia/2017/05/05/trump-o-el-john-wayne-que-algunos.html
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In this case, the then President of Venezuela, Hugo Chávez, with the entourage of the whole 

politburò of the Latin American anti-Americanism (in which there were the President of Bolivia, Evo 

Morales, and Diego A. Maradona, among the others) pronounced a famous indictment against the 

American proposal to create an American Area of free market. 

Today, however, the situation is changed: the anti-Americanism (as the populism with which it often 

conjugates in the Latin American scenery) seems to be passed of fashion. To the smaller American 

interest toward the Latin American Countries, it seems to correspond to a great attention of the latter 

towards other Countries (such as, China and Europe) and a strong propensity toward the regional 

economic integration. This is demonstrated, for example, by he general interest that has received 

the Alliance for the Pacific in Latin American scenario. 
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Acronyms list 
 
 

Brexit: British Exit from the European Union  

CDP: Capability Development Plan 

CSDP : Common Security and Defence Policy 

CSO: Composante Spatiale Optique 

CSTO: Collective Security Treaty Organization 

EDA: European Defence Agency 

EDAP: European Defence Action Plan 

EDTIB: European Defence Technological and Industrial Base  

EU: European Union  

ISW: Institute for the Study of War 

MUSIS: Multinational Space-based Imaging System for Surveillance, Reconnaissance and 

Observation 

NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organisation  

OSCE: Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

R&D: Research and Development 

SCO: Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

SME: Small Medium Enterprises 

TFUE: Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

TUE: Treaty on the European Union 
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