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The Black Sea security system and its geopolitical relations with 

South Eastern Europe  

 

The Black Sea is usually considered a sub region of the Euro-Mediterranean system, a Marginal 

Sea following the definition given by UNCLOS of “a sea surrounded by two or more States and 

connected to another Sea or to the Ocean by a narrow outlet or through the territorial waters or 

exclusive economic zones of two or more States”.  

The special situation of the Black Sea is common to many other Seas where the maritime interests 

of coastal states and their geopolitical ambitions are forced to live in a semi-closed system, where 

the control of the coasts is determinant for the exercise of sea control and affects the possibility of 

accessing the international waters. For these reasons, UNCLOS pays special attention to the rights 

and interests of coastal States of Marginal Seas, where there is usually a strong tendency towards 

territoriality. In the case of the Black Sea, regional confrontation has been a constant in the history 

for centuries, with the vexed question of the control of the Turkish Straits (the Bosporus and 

Dardanelles) and the status of the Sea of Marmara, the narrow maritime space that puts into 

communication the Black Sea with the Aegean Sea and further on, the Levantine Sea. For many 

centuries the history of the Black Sea has been the story of the war between Russia and Turkey for 

controlling access to the Mediterranean Sea.  

The Montreaux Convention of 1936, while it recognizes to Turkey the control and administration of 

the straits, at the same time provides for specific limits to the presence of warships of non-riparian 

countries (maximum of 21 days of stay, maximum tonnage of 45,000 tons, maximum weight for 

individual ship not exceeding 15,000 tons, 15 days notice to Turkey before the entrance) favouring 

the interest and requests of Russia, opting to consider the Black Sea as a closed Sea, against the 

approach of the United States that advocates the principle of free access to all maritime spaces. In 

the Montreaux system that regulates the access to the Black Sea to the navies of non-riparian 

states, Russia has been guaranteed the possibility of using it for exiting its military ships from the 

Black Sea to the Mediterranean while it prevents or severely limits the access of non Black Sea 

country vessels. 

In the context of the post-Cold War both the European Union and NATO have largely overlooked 

this geopolitical space, considering it a marginal or secondary area, failing to build a real strategic 

policy for the Black Sea region, considered a less strategic area compared to South Eastern 

Europe and the Balkans, for example.  

 

Black Sea security for NATO 

The entry of Bulgaria and Romania into NATO should have increased the weight of the Black Sea 

within the Alliance, but its strengthened presence in this Sea without a specific strategy tailored for 

this area was clearly less than enough. NATO, clearly, had a strategy for South Eastern Europe 

and the Black Sea was perceived more as an external limes than a geopolitical space. The 

substantial lack of interest of NATO into the Black Sea security remained such since 2014, when 

the Crimea crisis erupted. This was also a consequence of Georgian conflict of 2008 and, above 

all, of the different perceptions of regional security by the new members of the NATO vis a vis 

Turkey, the oldest member. Since Bulgaria and Romania entered NATO Bucharest and, to a lesser 

extent, Sofia, have tried to address the problem of the inadequacy of regional security mechanisms 

among the six countries of the region but without much success.  Turkey, the first NATO Black Sea 

member, has always maintained a less concerned attitude, since Ankara always had a 
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multifaceted approach toward Russia and, as far Black Sea security is concerned, has entered a 

long lasting power-sharing agreement with Moscow that fixed at their advantage the balance of 

naval forces in the Black Sea. This is why Turkey, although a NATO member country, it has always 

been opposed to the permanent presence of non-riparian Alliance forces in the Black Sea, 

promoting instead the construction of a regional-only security organization between the three 

NATO and the three non NATO countries of the region.  

 

The European Union Geo-political vision of the Black Sea  

Equally absent from the Black Sea has been the European Union, who showed little interest to 

adopt a strategy like the ones adopted for many other world regions. Apparently, one of the 

obstacles that prevented EU to develop such a strategy has been the failure to bridge the gap 

between the countries of the EU Eastern Partnership (Moldova, Ukraine, Armenia, Georgia and 

Azerbaijan) and Russia, a country that must be included in any long-term security strategy for the 

Black Sea. From a geopolitical point of view, the European Union looks to the Black Sea as an 

enlarged maritime region that affects: 

• the three already EU members (Romania, Bulgaria, Greece); 

• Turkey as a candidate country; 

• Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan (as countries of the Eastern Partnership); 

• Russia (the country to which the EU has developed a strategic partnership). 

 

 
Source: European Parliament 

Errore. Il segnalibro non è definito. 
The absence of a EU full strategic concept for the Black Sea in the European Union's external 

vision is not a lack of strategic planning, but mostly the consequences of the fact that there is no 

single external policy towards this region, but there are at least 4 different policies, one for each 

portion of the sub-region of this geopolitical area. Practically the EU has developed a concept of 

"enlarged Black Sea", avoiding a comprehensive strategy for the 6 countries of the area, and 

including part of them into broader and different sub-regional systems.  

Errore. Il segnalibro non è definito.Errore. Il segnalibro non è definito. 
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The Black Sea in the context of atypical geopolitical tensions between Russia and the West 

Since 2008, there has been a clear sign of a return of strong geopolitical tensions between Russia 

and the euro-Atlantic system, prompted by Kosovo unilateral declaration of independence.  

Even if it is not possible to speak of an open conflict and a return to a Cold War season, many 

points of friction started to appear in the area between the Balkans and the Black Sea basin. The 

dominant trend appeared to be a reactivation of deep forces, both in the West and in Russia, which 

push the relations between Europe and Russia along an inclined plane of growing hostility that 

could reshape the geopolitics of a wide part of South-Eastern Europe. In fact, the divisions within 

Europe, between Europe and the USA, and the geo-political departure of Turkey from the Western 

core, have produced a very complex scenario: a scenario where there aren’t just two blocks 

confronting each other, but a great power vacuum where many middle size countries think they 

can exploit the weaker geopolitical constraints of this larger space, shifting between multiple 

alignments and different geopolitical affiliations. This enlarged and deepened South Eastern part of 

Europe is becoming a peculiar strategic chessboard with a loosely delimited borders, especially 

toward the peripheries, the Black Sea and the Levantine Sea. Small scale and limited but renewed 

confrontation are punctuating this area, arising from the many unfinished business and from the 

several frozen conflicts. From the time being, the area still appears to be conducive of smaller 

frictional conflicts more than for an escalation toward a full-fledged war. It is anyway a region full of 

latent crisis, even at low intensity, and the Black Sea plays a special role in this scenario. It is not 

the center of gravity of the area of crisis but its main backline, whose strategic importance is mostly 

linked to the fact that it represents for Russia a region of high strategic vulnerability. 

Two are the features of the Black Sea region that differentiate it from other maritime quadrants as 

the Baltic or the Eastern Mediterranean:  

1) it has a maritime military security regulations favorable to Russia codified in a treaty among the 

other riparian countries;  

2) it presents different frozen conflicts (Crimea and Donbass, Abkhazia and Transnistria) within 

former Soviet Union countries (Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia), with an active presence of Russian 

military bases and peace-keepers. This  situation brought, few months ago, the Turkish president 

Erdogan to state that the Black Sea has become a Russian lake.  

The Turkish President was referring probably to the strategic position of the Crimean Peninsula, 

annexed by Moscow, and to the fact that it allows the navy that controls it to exercise a hegemonic 

position and a near-total control over the entire maritime region. The strategic importance of  

Crimea should not be considered only for the strategic value of Sevastopol, the best and broadest   

port in the whole basin, but also for the capacity that this peninsula plays in a semi-closed Sea like 

the Black Sea, as the basis for anti-ship missile batteries capable of supplementing the air-naval 

coverage of the entire basin. 
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Source: European Council on Foreign Relations 

 

Fonte: Stratfor, More Boats on the Black Sea. 
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Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

 

The Black Sea as a new buffer area between the geopolitical system of South-Eastern 

Europe, the area of  euro-Asian influence of Moscow and neo-Ottoman ambitions of Turkey  

The rush toward the militarization of the Black Sea Strategic quadrant now seems to be an 

established fact. This peripheral dimension of European security, long neglected by NATO and the 

EU, is regaining weight and geopolitical centrality. The remilitarization of the region and tensions 

around it are not likely to produce conflicts per se, due to the consolidated power sharing 

mechanism among the riparian states that has successfully passed the test of the Georgian and 

Crimean crisis. 

The key strategic issue for NATO is to decide if and at what level respond to the Russian strategy 

in the coming years, envisaged in the maritime doctrine updated in 2015 (Maritime Doctrine 2020) 

that aims at a substantial increase in its naval forces in the Black Sea and to build an A2 / AD 

capabilities in this Sea as move to change the balance of power in the whole Eastern 

Mediterranean. 

In a context in which the three riparian NATO countries have very different approaches to regional 

security, for the moment the strategic response has been to increase patrols by ships of the 

Alliance countries in the Black Sea and to continue scheduled military exercises. It remains 

pending on the table the option of creating a Black Sea NATO fleet, with direct access and 

continuous presence to the Sea on a rotating basis. 

Two key issues should, in our opinion, be taken into account in 2017: 

1) The mediorentalisation of the Black Sea security. Turkey, which is going through a difficult 

internal phase since few years, is facing now a possible risk of the outbreak of an internal civil 

war while, in the near abroad, it is engaged in an existential geopolitical fight at its southern 

borders from the double danger of Kurdish irredentism and ISIL ideological aggression. Both of 

them are powered by the civil wars in Syria and Iraq. Pending these two vital threats to the 

State security, Ankara will not support the  increased tension and military escalation in the Black 

Sea against Russia, because Moscow is precious to Ankara for keeping both threats under 

control. From this point of view we can say that the Black Sea security is going through a 

“mediorientalizzazione process”, subordinating the reciprocal posture of Russia and Turkey in 

the Black Sea to their interests in Syria and in the Levantine Sea. This double problem will be 

crucial in the difficult but necessary reset of the bilateral relations between Turkey and Russia;    

 

2) The connections among Black Sea security, Levantine security and South Eastern 

Europe security. As far as the problem of the connection of the situation in the Black Sea with 

the existing open security issues in the South Eastern European region, and in particular with 

the unresolved issues in the Western Balkans, it doesn't appear to be strong connections, 

notwithstanding the geographic proximity. Security link do exist, of course, but they don’t appear 

to be a direct connection region-to-region but more a consequence of the actions played by 

Moscow and Turkey in both these quadrants. The relation between Ankara and Moscow 

develops along an ambiguous axis of cooperation / conflict: the two poles of this axis are the 

Levantine Sea and the Balkan – Danubian peninsula, with the Black Sea playing a more 

subordinate role. The weakness of the US presence and the stalemate of the European 

integration process, together with the persistence of numerous open or frozen conflicts (see 

table), leave Ankara and Moscow several points of contacts for composing their own strategic 

differences or challenging the other's sphere of influence and security. It is a game still to be 

written, that will characterise the whole 2017.  
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Frozen conflicts, civil wars and serious instabilities in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Macro Region and its three Sub Region 
 

 

 
 Name of the country 
interested by conflict 
or serious instability  

 
Country 

sovereign 
on the 

conflict  
region / 

instability 
area  

 
 

 
Kind of 

prevailing 
conflict  

 
Status 

 
Main 

countries 
affected   

 
Sub region  

1 Transnistria  Moldavia  Secessionist  
 

Frozen 
conflict 

Russia, 
Moldavia, 
Ukraine 

South 
Eastern 
Europe / 
Black Sea  

2 Nagorno Karabakh Azerbaijan Secessionist 
(religious) 
 

Frozen 
conflict 

Russia, 
Azerbaijan, 
Armenia 
(Turkey)  

Caucasus / 
Black Sea  

3 Abkhazia Georgia Secessionist 
Ethnic  

Frozen 
conflict  
 

Russia, 
Georgia 

Black Sea / 
Caucasus  

4 Southern Ossetia  Georgia  Secessionist  
Ethnic  
 

Frozen 
conflict  
 

Russia, 
Georgia 

Caucasus   

5 Donetsk e Luhansk Ukraine Political  
Secessionist 
 

Civil War 
 

Russia, 
Ukraine 

Black Sea / 
Eastern 
Europe  

6 Crimea  Ukraine  Political, 
territorial, 
Annexation  
 
 

Civil War  
 

Russia, 
Ukraine 

Black Sea  

7 Kosovo Independent 
State for 
more than 
100 
countries  
 
Part of 
Serbia 
according to 
United 
Nations and 
for the 
countries 
that don’t 
recognise it  

Secessionist 
Ethnic 
(religious)  

Frozen 
conflict 

Serbia, 
Kosovo 
(USA, EU) 

Balkans   
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8 Macedonia  
 

Macedonia  Ethnic 
Conflict, 
Secessionist, 
(religious)  
 

Serious 
instability  

Macedonia 
(Bulgaria, 
Serbia, 
Kosovo, EU) 
 

Balkans 
/South 
Eastern 
Europe  

9 Bosnia Herzegovina  
 

Bosnia 
Herzegovina  

Ethnic 
Conflict, 
Serious 
instability     

Serious 
instability 

Bosnia 
Herzegovina, 
Serbia, 
Croatia 
(USA, 
Russia, EU) 
 

Balkans / 
South 
Eastern 
Europe 

10 Turkey  Turkey Ethnic 
conflict, / 
Secessionist,  
terrorism 

Serious 
instability 

Turkey / PKK  South 
Eastern 
Europe /  
Levantine 
Sea 
 

11 Syria  Syria  Civil War for 
political, 
ideological 
(religious) 
reasons. 
Global 
jihadist 
terrorism; 
Secessionist 
for Kurds; 
regional 
hegemony. 

Civil War, 
regional 
and 
international 
conflict  

Syria, 
Russia, 
Turkey, Iran 
(USA), 
(Arabia S.), 
(Lebanon) 
(other). 

Levantine 
Sea 
 

12 Northern Cyprus  Cyprus   Secessionist, 
Ethnic - 
Religious 
  

Frozen 
conflict  

TRNC, 
Cyprus, 
Turkey 
(Greece) 

Levantine 
Sea 
 

13 Lebanon Lebanon   Religious, 
intra Islamic 
(Sunni/Shia) 
, territorial, 
regional 
hegemony    

Frozen 
conflict, 
Sectarian 
civil war  

Lebanon, 
Israel, Iran 

Levantine 
Sea 
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Sub Regional Breakdown  

 

 
Macro-Region 

 
Sub Region 

Frozen 
Conflicts 

 

Civil  
Wars  

Serious 
Instabilities  

Total 

 
 
 

Eastern Mediterranean  

Black Sea / 
Caucasus  
 

4 1 1 6 

Balkans / 
South 
Eastern 
Europe 
 

1 0 3 4 

Levantine 
Sea 
  

2 1  3 
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The Iraqi government launched an offensive against the Islamic 

State in Mosul 

 
On October16, preceded by a video speech on state television by the Iraqi Prime Minister Haydar 

al-Abadi, the offensive for the liberation of the city of Mosul and the central and northern regions of 

Iraq still under control of the Islamic State began. 

The area, occupied by the self-proclaimed "Islamic State" since June 2014, includes a number of 

villages and towns, belonging to the province of Mosul that, by size, is the second biggest and 

most important under Daesh control. 

The military operations of the Iraqi armed forces have commenced in the early hours of October 17, 

when army units and paramilitary militias began to encircle the city of Mosul conquering villages 

and nerve centres along the city road axes nerve, making access and the escape to the south 

impossible for  the militias of the Islamic State. 

The Iraqi government has been particularly elusive in communication relating to the composition of 

the military forces involved in the battle for the recapture of Mosul, flying over what the obvious 

presence on the ground, in addition to the Iraqi regular troops, of other paramilitary formations, 

including in particular the Hashad Sha'abi (the Shia popular mobilization forces) and the Kurdish 

Peshmerga units. 

Major combat operations for the recapture of Mosul have in fact been incurred mostly by Shiite 

militias, better armed and trained than national army, who led most of the operations involved in 

the conquest of the villages belt around the provincial capital, ensuring the conditions for a more 

decisive advance towards the main objective of the operation. 

The Iraqi military action has also enjoyed by the massive air support provided by the United States, 

which has systematically hit the defences of the Islamic State, greatly weakening the stamina. 

87 villages have so far conquered today, according to data provided by the command of the Iraqi 

armed forces, and about a thousand are the losses caused to the fighters affiliated to the self-

proclaimed "Islamic State". The regular army forces would also be able to capture a few dozen 

militiamen, 130 vehicles and more than four hundred high-explosive devices. By contrast, 

according to UN sources, the Islamist fighters have killed more than 250 civilians and abducted 

about eight thousand inhabitants of Mosul. To protect the safety of the civilian population, the US-

led command has decided to open two humanitarian corridors. A decision, the decision, which has 

drawn criticism from Sergey Lavrov, Russian Foreign Minister, who has warned the international 

community about the possibility that through the corridors fighters could escape from Mosul and 

take refuge in Syria. And, indeed, if the mesh controls were not flawless, the humanitarian 

measures could provide safe passage to Islamist militants directed to Syria and, specifically, to 

Deir ez-Zor, an important strategic junction constantly threatened by Daesh attacks. 

In order to avoid such a move, on Sunday October 29, the popular mobilization forces launched an 

offensive against the city of Tal Afar, west of Mosul. As reported by a spokesman of the Shiite 

paramilitary units, the transaction would also allow to cut the supply lines between Raqqa and 

Mosul, and to strengthen the siege against it. In fact, although the Iraqi army is going to re-

conquest the surrounding areas, more than half of the city of Mosul continues to remain under the 

control of Islamist militants, along with much of  the Anbar province. 

The progressive advance of Iraqi forces to the central areas of the city of Mosul on the one hand 

marks the final victory against the forces of Daesh in Iraq, eliminating not only the main town under 

their control but also the main center of economic development of the organization, which then 

appears drastically affected in its financial capacity and especially in the opportunity to continue to 
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pay the salary of their militias. Under a different perspective, however, the likely imminent fall of 

Mosul could result in the awakening of quite a few sleeper cells in the Anbar, ready to be activated 

with spectacular attacks, patchy, and through typical guerrilla mode. Taking slip back Iraq in that 

chain of attacks and massacres that had long characterized the daily life of the country. 

Then, on the one hand there is no doubt about the strategic and symbolic value of a future - still 

not certain, although probable - liberation of Mosul, and almost certainly this victory will bring out 

all the unresolved contradictions in the complex Iraqi skein. From the fragile national unity, torn by 

deep political divisions that appeal to ethnic and religious factors, determining strong centripetal 

dynamics, to the lack of a consensus among the major regional powers with interests in the Iraqi 

theater (Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia and Qatar). In all likelihood this is the reason that drove Ibrahim 

al-Jaafari, Iraqi Foreign Minister, to say last Thursday, October 27 that the actions taken by the 

coalition led by the United States require greater coordination with Russia, which has long Daesh 

committed to fighting in Syria. 

Suspicions of connivance between some Gulf states and Islamist armed groups operating in Iraq 

and Syria are incumbent, as reflected by the invitation of Adam J. Szubin, Secretary of the 

Treasury of the United States, addressing on October 22 Kuwait and Qatar to strengthen their 

respective domestic legal systems in the field of combating money laundering and terrorist 

financing. The US secretary had explicitly accused the two countries not to have "the political will 

nor the ability to apply the rules concerning the fight against terrorism, regardless of affiliation of 

these organizations." In response to this accusation, Khaled al-Jarullah, deputy foreign minister of 

Kuwait, has admitted that there may have been "flaws" in the Kuwaiti national security system, 

recognizing how many more actions are needed to prevent the proliferation of sources of financing 

terrorism and the collusion between the state or the neighbouring entities. The admission of al-

Jarullah came at the sixth meeting of the group opposed to the financing of Daesh, held in Kuwait 

on Monday 24 October, and is an important step forward in the understanding of the delicate 

regional political dynamics, always built more of a dangerous sectarianism. 

 

The strategic relevance of Tal Afar 

The acceleration of the advance in the Nineveh province, in the direction of the city of Mosul, threw 

several ISIS units in total disorientation, generating unexpected flows westwards, towards the 

border with Syria, in order to repair to the city of Deir ez-Zor, still under the control of the Daesh 

forces. 

To prevent that large units of militiamen could move in the direction of Syria, Iraqi military forces 

launched an offensive on the city of Tal Afar, a necessary step for Syria for those fleeing from 

Mosul, trying to trap the militias in the Daesh 'wide strip of land between the capital of Nineveh 

province and the small town. 

Tal Afar is a town about 80 kilometres west of Mosul with - originally - about 100,000 residents, 

mostly Turkmen Sunnis devoted to farming and cultivation of narrow plots reclaimed from the 

desert. 

In 2014 it fell into the hands of ISIS becoming an important stronghold especially for its location 

along the highway 47, the main artery linking Mosul and Syria. 

The city of Tal Afar was for decades at the centre of an incessant conflict between the Turkmen 

Sunnis and Shiites, which had been considered before as an expression of the centralizer Ba'athist 

regime,  and today the long arm of Turkey. Not surprisingly, the units directing to Tal Afar are 

neither those of the Kurdish peshmerga, nor the Iraqi army, but those of Hashad Sha'abi, thus 

intending to prevent the reinforcement of an hostile stronghold to the central government in 

Baghdad, potentially serving the interests of fleeing ISIS militias. 
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The reasons that require a swift action against Tal Afar are clear on the tactical level and, however, 

motivated by the urgency to stop the flow of men and weapons from Syria to Mosul, and vice versa. 

The risks associated with its conquest by Shiite militias seems to be underestimated by both the 

Baghdad political forces and Western units who support the military action on the ground. The 

Kurds, who have hardly any reason to rejoice a Turkmen control over the city and its immediate 

vicinity, specifically fear the impact of Shiite militias with the local situation, assuming - probably 

correctly - as today political rivalries, historical and sectarian reasons can once again turn the area 

into a new battleground between the indigenous components and the militias. For the Kurds, 

moreover, any assumption of participation in military operations against local Turkmen 

components, could turn into new and more violent clashes with Turkish forces in the north, which 

would not miss the opportunity to use even any small exchange of fire as a pretext to engage the 

forces of the PKK. 

For Iraqi regular forces, however, the entry of Shiite militias in Tal Afar could turn into a new 

explosion of violence in much of the province of the Anbar, additional possibility for the return to 

action of the aforementioned dormant cells certainly also present in small cities and potentially 

triggering a new and certainly not useful resurgence of sectarianism. 

In this way, therefore, the city of Tal Afar represent at the same time a strategic objective of priority 

importance, in order to prevent the flows of ISIS logistics, but also a threat, being able to once 

again become the most vital canter of that insurgency which has led to both the consolidation of Al 

Qaeda and the rise of the Islamic State. 

 

The heterogeneous composition of the forces fighting the Islamic State, and the political 

balances that govern the conduct on the ground 

A not debatable condition, first of all, regulates the complex and articulated ensemble of  the 

military units converging from several parts in the direction of Mosul to regain the capital of the 

Nineveh province: the first that will come and raise a flag, must be the infantry units of the regular 

Iraqi national army. 

This condition however, unquestionably logical and sensible, hides the hypocrisy complex that for 

months - if not years – make it impossible to restore order and stability in Iraq. 

Advance toward Mosul, in fact, are five divisions of the regular army, side by side, however, with 

Shia and Kurdish paramilitary units that played a much more than symbolic part in the clashes, 

thus risking to be perceived as the true focal points of the battle and those with the ability to 

effectively operate against the jihadist militias that only two years ago routed a huge number of 

regular national army soldiers, leading to the advent of the Caliphate and the end of the Baghdad 

central domain on the Anbar governorates of Salah al-Din and Nineveh. 

The encirclement of Mosul has required months of preparation, consolidating the pillars on the 

ground and ensuring the Iraqi regular forces could have a numerical superiority and the superiority 

in the control of territory. 

The disproportion of men between the two sides is enormous, with forces estimated at around 

100,000 units among the ranks of the national army and its allies, and a little less than less than 

10,000 – in the most generous estimates - including those of the jihadists of the Islamic State . 

Nevertheless, the Iraqi government has its own fears, well knowing that the true strength that 

consolidated the victory of Daesh in 2014 was not so much military rather than the social support 

from the Sunni population of the region, tired of the harassment and the arbitrary policy the Maliki 

government, which not only favoured the action of the jihadists but also celebrated the 

establishment in power. 

The 1st, 9th, 15th and 16th Infantry Division, supported by the armoured and special forces, 

therefore push from the south and east in the direction of Mosul, ensuring the control of roads and 
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especially of the many villages where the jihadists may have tried to organize resistance centres to 

be used after the passage of the troops. 

Iraqi forces are supported by units of the US and French special forces, as well as by air support 

provided primarily by the United States, thus counting on an operational capacity remarkably 

higher than that of the enemy who are preparing to fight. 

There are however also many paramilitary formations, both Kurdish and Shia, with a consolidated 

experience in combat and often much more efficient on the ground of the government forces. The 

Kurdish Peshmerga mainly operate in the regions to the east of Mosul, and Shi'ite militias control 

much of the western front and part of the strike force that converge from three southern directions 

on the city of Mosul. 

The aim of the Baghdad government - and especially its allies - is to prevent a sectarian 

connotation in the conduct of the fighting, thereby preventing a new bond between the people of 

the region - today anyway less inclined to favour the role of militias of Daesh, after having 

experienced the brutality for nearly two years - while promoting the recognition and the role of local 

Sunni Muslim or Christian militias to be entrusted with the (partial) control of the recently released 

areas. 

The problem, at this delicate stage of the reconquest of the country, is instead the Kurdish factor. 

The support of the peshmerga and of the various groups that divide the political universe of Iraqi 

Kurdistan is fundamental today for the conquest of Mosul and the tightness of the wide 

geographical area from the capital of the governorate of Nineveh goes up to the eastern borders of 

the country . 

It is very clear to each of the parties on the ground, however, that interest in a consolidation of the 

Kurdish role and its eventual permanent autonomy within the Iraqi state, does not exist at any level 

of the Iraqi central policy, and as well as that of all neighbouring states. Revealing, with some 

clarity, what could be the next frontier of instability in Iraq. 
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Post-Brexit Euro-African Relations 

 

In the twenty-first century, Africa shall be the fastest growing macro-region of the world; although it 

started from backward conditions in the early millennium, Africa is recovering very quickly, gaining 

positions in all economic sectors: trade, investments and global financial flows, which increasingly 

converge on what until a few years ago had been labelled the Lost Continent. 

 

Afro-British ties 

If in the short-term the main consequences of Brexit have regarded the increased markets volatility 

with repercussions on currency exchange rates, mid- and long-term ones may show up in the form 

of a decline of both European and United Kingdom growth, caused by the possible downsizing of 

demand for African goods and services with subsequent effects of a decrease in tourism, 

remittances, trade and development cooperation. Besides, the Brexit could overall curb African 

exports. In fact, according to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD), the total value of Africa’s trade with the rest of the world in 2014 overcame the trillion 

dollars, compared to the 600 billion dollars in 2010, while in 2014 African exports to London 

counted for 27 billion dollars. A continued decline in the value of the Pound or the Euro could make 

African exports to the UK as well as to the EU more expensive and reduce the demand. Such 

global demand weakening would cause a collapse in commodity prices, except for gold that is a 

safe haven in times of global uncertainty and two of the top ten producing countries in the world 

are in Sub-Saharan Africa. Even the British GDP, compared with global absolute values in terms of 

purchasing power, represents only two percent of world income, in other words a level slightly 

higher than that of Mexico and still well below those of Indonesia, Brazil, Russia, Japan, India, EU, 

US and China. During the pro-Brexit campaign, the then British Foreign Office Under-Secretary in 

charge of the Africa’s portfolio, James Duddridge, used to state that the UK would be able to forge 

stronger ties with Africa1, provided that be freed from the alleged EU’s inefficiencies, particularly 

with regard to development aid and trade. Surprisingly, the British trade relations with Africa are 

very weak, because correspond to only 3.5% of the total trade of Africa that is roughly half of 

France2. Still, in 2014, British Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in Africa amounted to only $2.6 

billion compared to 18.3 billion of France. During 2015, one-fourth of all Sub-Saharan Africa’s 

global trade had been realized with the EU for $170 billion, of which, however, only $20 billion with 

the UK. What is more, Brexit’s chain reactions could seriously affect African diaspora’s remittances 

too. Since 2010, Africans living abroad have sent home annually more savings – amounting to 64 

billion dollars – than the entire balance sheet of the British Official Development Assistance (ODA), 

which was 57 billion dollars. Moreover, although the UK is the fourth largest source of remittances 

to Africa, with $5.2 billion in 2015, if the pound lost value and the British immigration policies 

granted fewer residence permits to African migrants, then remittances would suffer a major 

decline. In addition, the less and less hidden resentment of African immigrants would then 

exacerbate, by virtue of the increase of the anti-immigrant rhetoric political legitimacy, which 

contributed to Brexit. 

 

 

                                                        
1  From a strictly commercial point of view, UK is a market that has been decreasing concerning the African exports, 

being equal to less than 4%; for instance, as it regards the tropical fruit, is even fewer than 3%. 
2  However, the overall impact of Brexit on African growth would be negligible, as exports to the United Kingdom 

account for less than 1% of GDP for all Sub-Saharan African countries. 
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African Reactions 

According to Carlos Lopes, the former Executive Secretary of the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Africa (UNECA), a very authoritative voice of Africa and particularly heard in 

international forums, the London financial centre will remain unstable for several months or even 

years. The aversion to high-risk investments will grow significantly, including those related to 

African finance, with the danger of reduced capital inflows into Sub-Saharan Africa. According to 

other analysts, the impact of Brexit on Sub-Saharan Africa will even be fatal for the purpose of its 

development: the Brexit could harm the commodities’ global demand, for the most part affecting 

those African economies concentrating on raw materials’ export, and this would cause slower 

growth and larger deficits. The declining profits of African investments in the United Kingdom would 

entail considerable negative effects on the most mature African economies, such as South Africa, 

which has considerable financial investments in Europe, primarily in London. In recent months, 

Africa has been subjected to the collapse in commodity prices, to the Chinese economy crisis and 

to the heterogeneous currency fluctuations3  that have limited FDI inflows 4 , slowing down the 

expected growth. In such conditions, it is probable that capital abandon Africa for safer shores, 

considerably spoiling the stock exchanges and stock markets linked to Johannesburg (South 

Africa) and Lagos (Nigeria), intrinsically associated with London City’s doom. African countries 

having entered the major trade and financial links with the UK (i.e. Egypt, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, 

South Africa and Zambia) are about to undergo the utmost Brexit outcome. Actually, after South 

Africa, Nigeria is the second largest African market in the UK, while Kenya is the third5. South 

Africa’s GDP dropped by 1.5% in 2014, 1.3% in 2015, 0.7% in 2016. The British banks control 

178% of the foreign currency reserves of South Africa; the country’s economy would be at high 

risk, should the British investments were to shrink. Suffice it to say that 46% of FDIs in 2014 were 

British and that the UK was the largest FDI source for Nigeria in 2015. Bilateral trade between 

Nigeria and the United Kingdom is more than eight billion dollars, but all assessments having 

estimated a sustained growth of around $27 billion by 2020 are on the downside after Brexit. 

Furthermore, in July, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) announced that, because of Brexit, the 

Nigerian economy will enter into recession this year with a 1.8% decline compared to the 2.3% 

growth projection previously assumed. The Kenya’s GDP has grown by 5.3% in 2014, 5.5% in 

2015, 6.0% in 2016 and it is estimated by 6.4% in 2017. The trade between London and Nairobi 

amounts to more than $1.7 billion, not to mention that more than a third of the flowers sold in 

Europe – first in the Netherlands and then in the UK – comes from Kenya. The export of the 

expanding Kenyan floriculture is therefore threatened by a serious deterioration under nowadays 

conditions. Nairobi, which is also extremely exposed to capital outflows, would be ready to handle 

the backlash by moving six billion dollars of foreign exchange reserves, supposedly sufficient to 

cover five months of difficulty. 

 

European Backlash 

The perception of Europe as a single block has already been feeling the Brexit’s effect, setting 

forth a relative decline of European influence in today multi-polar world and in Africa too. Thus, the 

Brexit could generate a reduction in the British outwardness capability not only economically, but 

also politically.  

                                                        
3  As to currency fluctuations, since Brexit, the Pound has collapsed, while the US dollar strengthened. In reality, 

exchange rates play a significant role in the determination of prices, supply and demand for exports among countries. 
Moreover, some African currencies, which have already lost 30% of their value over the last two years, will 
experience increased volatility and speculation. 

4  In fact, FDI in Africa fell by 88.5 billion dollars in 2015 to 71.3 billion in 2016. 
5  South Africa has the highest percentage of its GDP (1.2%) for exports to the UK, while exports of Nigeria, which is 

the second UK African trading partner in terms of volume, to London are 0,4% of Abuja’s GDP. 
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In terms of influence, London seems to be set to pay the higher price, since it is going to be 

perceived isolated not only from the rest of Europe, but also from the considerable soft power 

capacity exerted by the EU as such as a key international actor. Yet, the European Union itself will 

go through some consequences, being perceived weakened for the very first time in history. To the 

African Union (AU), the Brexit questions the EU’s authority and credibility as a promoter of regional 

integration, because both the AU institutional architecture, somewhat inspired by that of the EU, 

and the AU’s African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) have been so far abundantly 

financed and supported by Brussels. That aside, in Africa, regional economic integration is crucial 

for increasing intra-African trade. Although quite understated compared to its huge potential, as not 

yet integrated6, intra-African trade has accounted for about 15% of total trade in Africa over the 

past decade. Historically trade relations between the EU and the ACP Countries (i.e. Africa-

Caribbean-Pacific) were first governed by the Lomé Convention (1975 to 2000) and then by the 

Cotonou Agreement (2000-2020), with the provision that the ACP products – mostly raw materials 

– are disseminated tax free to the European markets without reciprocity to the European products 

exported to the ACP countries, which must be instead submitted to a protectionist tax system. 

More precisely, the fundamental instrument of economic and trade cooperation between Europe 

and Africa7 is represented by the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs)8, set up in 2000. With 

the introduction of the EPAs, the trade relationships between Europe and Africa have come 

modifying themselves in the direction of greater trade liberalization. As a matter of fact, now 

Brussels, by means of the EPAs, requires ACPs to eliminate their own protectionist barriers in the 

light of market liberalization rules, required by the World Trade Organisation (WTO); otherwise the 

favourable conditions set for their exports shall be invalid. Being required to remove duties and 

tariffs, the ACP countries must therefore open their markets to more competitive, because of 

European origin, products, goods and services. In truth, the profound asymmetry between ACP 

and EU countries is evident, since European agriculture, supported by the Common Agricultural 

Policy (CAP) subsidies, is incomparably more powerful than that of the ACP, whose agricultural 

products are unable to compete with the prices of those ‘Made in Europe’. This explains why it took 

nearly twenty years, to conclude only in some measure these difficult negotiations, because of the 

enormous resistance manifested by the ACPs. It is clear thus that EPAs, inasmuch not fully 

representing African industrialization requirements, are seen by the ACPs as restraining economic 

and political growth tools, disproportionately benefiting the geo-economic European supremacy at 

the detriment of Africa. However, after the Brexit, many of these EPAs will have to be renegotiated, 

so London will be given the opportunity to sign new bilateral agreements on her own, putting 

herself in direct competition with those of the rest of Europe. Also in view of the renewal in 2020 of 

the Cotonou Treaty, Brussels will in turn be pushed to consider more convenient future commercial 

agreements with the ACPs. As for the field Aid & Development, the EU 9  without the United 

Kingdom, which is the largest donor of development aid in the world with $132 billion in 2015, will 

have to decide whether to ask for more contributions to the remaining Member States, in order to 

compensate for the sudden deficit, or to reduce the whole activities or to go for all programmes 

horizontal cuts. Anyhow, regarding the British international solidarity, the new Prime Minister, Mrs 

Theresa May, has reassured partners, confirming that her government will continue to maintain the 

                                                        
6  For example, EU Member States spend 62% of their trade within the Euro zone, whereas in Africa this expenditure 

corresponds to only 13%. 
7  The EU has preferential trade agreements with all African countries except with Libya and South Sudan. 
8  The latest EPA was signed June 10, 2016 between the EU and the Southern Africa Development Community 

(SADC). 
9  In 2014, the European Development Fund (EDF) has received €0.4 billion from the United Kingdom equivalent to 

14% of the entire EDF or in third place after Germany and France. 
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0.7% share of the Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) to beneficiaries, many of which are 

African countries10.  

As far as Peace & Security is concerned, between 2004 and 2014, the EU has funded with €740 

million the African Peace Facility (APF), committing the same amount for the period 2014-2016. 

Anyway, the Brexit may cause some limitations to the ongoing sixteen military and civilian missions 

under the EU Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), the majority of which takes place 

right in Africa; above all, Italy, Germany and France could provide for the difference arisen in terms 

of funds and personnel. Let us take the case of Somalia: the EU is the largest donor with an 

average of about 80 million Euros per year and almost 90% of the African Union Mission in 

Somalia (AMISOM) costs is funded by the aforementioned APF. So far, the EU has paid over 575 

million Euros in favour of AMISOM, essentially to cover allowances and other expenses of the 

police component of the mission and the international and local staff salaries. In spite of this, due 

to the proliferation of other outbreaks across the African continent – Mali and Niger for the Sahel 

Region, the Central African Republic for the Great Lakes Region, Boko Haram in Nigeria for the 

Lake Chad Basin Region – Brussels was compelled to reduce AMISOM budget by 20%, 

regardless of London special political attention addressed to the Horn of Africa. 

 

Post-Brexit Exit Strategy 

Out of the Brexit deadlock, as a possible exit strategy, the UK could in the first place aim to 

liberalize even more trade with Africa as a whole or more reasonably with some selected African 

countries, by means of agreements that go beyond the EPAs requisites through different 

provisions concerning investment and competition rules. Obviously, if the UK took the decision to 

unilaterally offer to all African countries duty & quota free access to its market, that would raise the 

approval of many African governments, but in opposition to the EU’s action, it would anyway cause 

lots of troubles in regards of the current WTO regulations. Secondly, London could aspire to 

strengthen relations within the Commonwealth11 , of which Africa12  has the largest number of 

Member States, eighteen out of fifty-four, namely: Botswana, Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, 

Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Seychelles, Sierra Leone, South 

Africa, Swaziland, Uganda, Tanzania and Zambia. 

  

                                                        
10  The three largest British ODA beneficiaries are Ethiopia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone. See: Department for International 

Development (DfID) - https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-international-development 
11  See: http://thecommonwealth.org/  
12  South Africa is the only Member State of the Commonwealth benefiting from a free trade agreement with the EU. 
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The Sub-Saharan African Member States of the Commonwealth 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

After Brexit, in terms of Euro-African relations on the one hand and bilateral between London and 

Africa on the other hand, the following risks could be highlighted: loss of political leadership as a 

global player with third parties; Euroscepticism’s domino effect over Afro scepticism; encouraging 

isolationism and slowdown in the already fragile regional integration policies across Africa and 

elsewhere in the world. Par excellence, the Brexit is destined to represent a point of reference for 

those who support centrifugal tendencies within international or intergovernmental organizations at 

both regional and continental level also in Africa. On the contrary, it would be desirable to find a 

balance between national needs and those of the flexibility necessary for an agreed, though partial, 

cession of sovereignty inevitably required by any process of economic and political integration both 

in Europe and in Africa. For those African States overly dependent on London, two mirror 

scenarios are going to open: the first provides for a replacement of the role played by the UK in the 

European markets by one or more other Member States13, so that Italy could take advantage of it, 

on condition to draw down and implement a systemic African strategy; the second concerns the 

                                                        
13  The separation of the UK from the EU complicates the access of African goods to European markets. Who was 

known to use the UK as access point for Europe should now strive to identify suitable alternatives with new 
continental European counterparts. 
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renegotiation, with raising pretensions, hence more favourable to its African counterparts, of 

safeguard clauses in future bilateral preferential agreements with the United Kingdom.  

The Post-Brexit EU loss of image and influence among African partners is tangible to the point of 

making foreseeable that Europe will be considered just as one among many other stakeholders, 

and not, as it used to be, the main interlocutor any longer. In doing so, African governments will be 

looking somewhere else, beginning to prefer in a more and more confident way alternative 

partnerships – more than ever with China14 – to those offered by former colonial powers. The Euro-

African relations are likely to undergo a slowdown, not so much for the Brexit itself or for trade, 

rather because of European policy makers’ strategic short-sightedness, many of whom still do not 

seem to grasp the huge opportunities of Africa, which are going to reveal themselves in a clearer 

way in the coming decades. 

 

 

 

                                                        
14  The total trade between Africa and Europe in 2016, estimated at 116.6 billion dollars, has been eclipsed by China 

with an estimated value of $300 billion. In fact, according to the World Bank data, China in 2013 became the first 
trading partner of Sub-Saharan Africa. 
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Russia and the United States in Syria: situation analysis on the eve 

of American elections 

 

From the Russian intervention in Syria to the cease fire  

During 2016, relations between Russia and the United States, already characterized by a fragile 

equilibrium, had reached a substantial breaking point early October with the suspension of the 

talks on Syrian crisis.1 One year earlier, on October 1st 2015, Russian air operations had begun to 

cover and support Syrian president Bashar al -Assad's ground forces against anti-government 

militias. The operations originated from an anti-terrorist intervention, designed by president 

Vladimir Putin, as an alternative to the one already in place, lead by the United States and joined 

by any country willing to participate. Though the anti-terrorist framework of the new soon-to-be 

coalition made it compatible with the ultimate ambition of the preexisting one, the substantial 

shortfall on president Al-Assad's role in either the military campaign and pacified Syria's future, set 

from the start serious limitations to the presence of both Russia and the United States in the same 

operational scenario.  

While for the American-led coalition the fight against terrorism is based on supporting the anti-

government militias and political reconstruction excluding president Assad (held responsible for the 

radicalization of Jihadist groups in Syria), for Russia, he has to be part of the solution process, also 

rearming him to face his terrorist opponents. To the diverging views on the crisis, was added the 

issue to manage both the Russian and American military presence in Syria. In the name of 

necessary pragmatism, parties have agreed upon the creation of a negotiation framework, 

coordinated by the United Nations, within which to proceed with periodic meetings and daily 

bilateral consultation for information exchange on field operations and coordination of the 

respective sphere of competence for operational actions. That's how the International Syria 

Support Group (ISSG2) was constituted, also undertaking the task to create favorable conditions to 

put an end to the fighting. February 22, 2016, ISSG issued a "Joint Statement on Cessation of 

Hostilities (COH) in Syria", which led to the drafting of a document on "Standard Operating 

Procedures to Support the Cessation of Hostilities to support the regime", in effect as of March 28. 

The aim of the laborious diplomatic mechanism was to assess the necessary measures of mutual 

trust for the declaration of a temporary ceasefire, but could be extended should the parties be 

satisfied, in order to create the conditions for the upcoming elections that should take place in 

2017. Setting aside the discussion on president Al Assad's fate, July 15, 2016, the parties signed a  

new document entitled "Approach for Practical Russian-American Efforts against Daesh and 

Jabhat al Nusra3 and Strengthening the Cessation Of Hostilities". The objective was to "promote a 

political settlement of the Syrian conflict, and to allow Russia and the United States States to work 

together to bring about the destruction of Nusra (JAN) and Daesh, including by cutting off flow of 

fighters, weapons and finances to them across the Syrian border, in the context of a strengthened 

COH with all COH parties adhering to COH terms".  

                                                           
1  This contribution is an ideal follow up to another article by the same author in the issues 09/2015 and 01/2016 of 

Osservatorio strategico, entitled respectively: La Russia in Siria contro lo Stato Islamico and La Russia nella crisi 
siriana. In the issue OS7/2016, the subject of relations between Russia and the Occident will be tackled through the 
Ukraine crisis. 

2
 
  Besides Russia and the United States, the International Syria Support Group consists of: the Arab League, Australia, 

Canada, China, Egypt, the European Union, France, Germany, Iran, Iraq, Italy, Japan, Jordan, Lebanon, the 
Netherlands, the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Spain, Turkey, the United States 
Arab Emirates, the United States Kingdom, the United States Nations. 

3  In documents the Qaidist group kept the name of Jahbat al –Nusra, despite changing it to Jahbat Fatah al-Sham.  
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Each measure taken by the Parties would have been oriented towards a definitive solution to the 

crisis in Syria and to the destruction of Jihadist groups through: military and intelligence 

cooperation between Russia and the United States; transformation of the temporary ceasefire 

agreement into an extended period without hostilities; political transition of Syria based on 

resolution 2254 of the United Nations, hoping for an extended participation of the various 

components of intra-Syrian talks.  

On September 9, in Geneva, the Parties signed an arrangement aiming at "reducing violence, 

restoring access and establishing the JIC (Joint Implementation Center)" with the intent to 

"stabilize the situation in Syria, with special measures for the Aleppo region", agreeing that 

"Delineation of territories controlled by ISIL, Jabhat Al-Nusra, and moderate armed opposition 

forces remains a key priority, as does separating moderate opposition forces from JAN". Once 

agreed upon the modality the pro-government forces and Syrian opposition groups would have laid 

the groundwork for the ceasefire and the deployment of the UNOPS mission (which would have 

overseen its implementation), the deadline for the cessation of hostilities was set to1900 

(Damascus time), of September 12. 

 

Suspension of nuclear cooperation and Syrian talks 

The failed ceasefire, declared on September 19, started a new phase between Russia and the 

United States in Syria, with the launch in Aleppo of a massive aerial campaign to support pro-

government ground forces. To the accusation of causing dozens of civilian casualties, Russia 

responded by denouncing Washington's support to opposition groups in Aleppo, considered as 

terrorists and accusing them of bombing government forces in Deir Ezzor (acknowledged as a 

mistake by the American). The exchange of mutual accusations exacerbated the positions until 

October 3, when Secretary of State John Kerry decided to suspend talks on Syria. While delivering 

the statement, White House spokesman Josh Earnest, declared there was nothing further to 

discuss in order to reduce violence. At the same time, President Putin was announcing the 

suspension of the 2000 Plutonium Management and Disposition Agreement (PMDA), arguing 

Washington did not comply with their commitment to destroy 34 metric tons of material (the 

agreement provides for the disposal of 68 metric tons of plutonium; Russia alone owns around 128 

metric tons) and laying down a list of conditions for resuming the talks. Among which: reduction of 

American military presence in European countries that joined NATO after September 1, 2000; 

abandon the hostile policy towards Russia (citing the Ukraine Freedom Support Act of 2014 and 

the Magnitsky Act, informal name for the bill passed by American Congress in 2012, intending to 

punish18 Russian nationals with various degrees of involvement in a tax fraud scheme and the 

murder of the Russian lawyer who exposed it); abolition of all sanctions imposed by the US against 

Russia and compensation for the resulting damages suffered by Russia; to submit a new plan for 

irreversible plutonium disposition.  

Russia subsequently reinforced it's presence in the Russian naval base of Tartu, with the 

deployment of a new S-300V4 ground-to-air missile system and eight warships dispatched from 

the Russian Baltic coast through the Mediterranean. During their voyage, the passage of the ships 

was a source of great concern for local navies of neighboring countries: the United Kingdom 

escorted the convoy, Spain denied their refueling request in Ceuta, Malta denied them access.  

In view of this situation, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and American Secretary of State 

John Kerry, had already resumed limited contact on October 5 in order to avoid any accidents 

during military operations. 

On October 15, a new multilateral meeting of the ISSG on Syrian crisis happened in Lausanne 

(Switzerland), attended by both Lavrov and Kerry, with the purpose to differentiate anti-government 

groups on the ground and resulted in no breakthrough from which to resume negotiations.  
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On October 18, Russian minister of Defense, Sergey Shoigu, announced a humanitarian truce of 

11 hours a day for three days, which should have entered into force at 8am on the 20, to allow 

civilian population to leave Aleppo. Thus, on October 18, Russian air strikes on the city were 

temporarily suspended. The city remains under siege by government forces and Russian forces, in 

the latest massive effort to regain control, eliminating the resistance of anti-government groups.  

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

On the eve of American presidential elections, from the politico-diplomatic point of view the 

situation in Syria remains suspended, while fighting continues in Aleppo. The Syrian crisis created 

the conditions to bring about all the differences between Russia and the United-States, leading to 

he implosion of the dialog. After a year of negotiation attempts, lead mostly to avoid mutual losses 

of military personnel present at the same time on the field, rather than conviction about the 

effectiveness of necessary conditions for the solution of the crisis, the situation between Russia 

and the United States has come to a deadlock with no mutual trust. 

Whatever the administration succeeding Obama's, they will face the challenge to pick up from a 

critically low point, although the mutual admiration between Putin and Trump, might turn out to be 

beneficial.  

Among the major concerns regarding recent involution of bilateral Russo-American relations, 

stands the violation of the sacredness of some strategic agreements, such as those regarding the 

nuclear sphere, meaning any kind of agreement reached in the past cannot be taken for granted 

but also that there might be new openings for options that had so far been discarded. The list of 

prerequisites necessary for a return of Russia to the plutonium agreement, makes for a global price 

imposed by Russia for the failure of Syrian talks, with shared responsibility.  

 

Events 

● Alarming security conditions at the border between Tajikistan and Afghanistan. Between 

September 28 and October 4, Russian secretary of the Security Council, general Nikolai 

Patruschev and secretary general of the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), Nikolay 

Borduzha, met with the authorities of Dushanbe to discuss the deterioration of security conditions 

at the border between Tajikistan and Afghanistan. Border porosity, inadequately guarded by local 

security forces, allows the trespassing of traffickers and extremists who can later go through the 

central Asia region to later reach Russia and Europe. The increase in number of extremist groups 

active in Central Asia raised particular concerns, seeing their number reach 92, on the rise since 

2010 and 2009 when there was respectively 47 and 32 said groups. China brought forward the 

possibility to finance the construction of border outposts for Tajik guards along the border with 

Afghanistan. 

 

● Production resumed in Kashagan. On October 14, ENI announced the resuming of operations 

in its oil refining plants on  the ground from the off shore oil field of Kashagan (estimated reserve of 

35 billion barrels, cost of investment 50 billion dollars), located in the Kazakh part of the Caspian 

sea. Production resumed after a three year interruption caused by the need to replace pipes 

damaged by the extreme corrosive of the extracted crude oil. Despite harsh climate and operative 

conditions, and the fall of oil prices, the refurbishment of the infrastructure continued until 

completion within the anticipated time frame. ENI belongs to the Kashagan exploitation consortium 

along with AGIP, heading the consortium whose other members are Total, British Gas and British 

Oil, Royal Dutch and Mobil.  
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● CSTO Summit (Collective Security Treaty Organization) in Yerevan. On October 14, the 

CSTO Summit took place in Yerevan (capital of Armenia), during which it was decided to establish 

a crisis center for information exchange on common menace (first of all terrorism) and to guarantee 

real time decision making and operational capabilities. Other results of the summit were: the 

commitment to create a unified list of terrorist groups; the drafting of a common security strategy by 

2025; a document of common international measures against terrorism and extremism. The CSTO 

was created in 1992 and consists of members like Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Russia, Tajikistan with Afghanistan and Serbia as observers. Azerbaijan and Georgia left in 1999, 

Uzbekistan in 2012. 

 

● BRICS summit in Goa The BRICS group summit, composed of Brazil, Russia, India, China and 

South Africa was held on 15 - 16 October, in Goa India. Member states support the possibility to 

introduce a dynamic and multilateral development model as an alternative to the static economic 

nature of various realities from the contemporary world and to political unipolarism. Over the two 

days of meetings, centered around Building Responsive, Inclusive and Collective Solutions, the 

member states initialed several initiatives to reinforce cooperation in various fields: economy and 

finance, culture and university, anti-terrorism and security.  

 

● New government in Kyrgyzstan. On October 26, Prime minister Sooronbai Jeenbekov 

resigned after the social democrat party, to which belongs president Almazbek Atambaev, left the 

governing coalition to protest against the lack of support from the parliament to the constitutional 

reform project to extend the power of the prime minister. On November 3, a new government took 

office, still led by the social democrat party, with Jeenbekov as Prime Minister and supported by 

another two parties, Kyrgystan and Bir Bol (Be United); nearly all the ministers of the previous 

administration were reconfirmed. The dispute between the president and the parliament, set aside 

for now, revolved around fears an increase of the prime minister's powers would allow Atambaev 

(who cannot run for another term as president) would become the next chief executive, with a 

strengthened position. 
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The Sixth Plenum 

 

During the Cold War there was a particular specialization among analysts of international relations, 

namely "Kremlinologist", whose task was to interpret the evolution of the Soviet Union political 

leadership, reading the external signs of that power or trying to decode the Official language of the 

soviet authorities. A similar figure does not exist for the so-called “China Watchers”. However, 

reading of the signs, although minimal, with which the Chinese power manifests itself, can be an 

important tool to try to understand the evolution of the planet's second economic power. 

The most recent of these signs is dated October 28th, when the VI Plenum of the Central 

Committee, one of the most important political events of 2016, called the need for “Communist 

Party of China (CPC) organizations and CPC members at Chinese legislatures at all levels” to 

"closely unite around the CPC Central Committee with Comrade Xi Jinping as the core." 

Most part of the international media stress that this "proclamation" of Xi Jinping as the centre of 

Chinese power must be interpreted as the last stage of the process of concentration of power in 

the hands of a single man and the end of that collegial leadership that had been institutionalized 

especially during the administration of Hu Jintao. In fact, since its rise to power Xi Jinping has been 

considered, with satisfaction or concern, as the most powerful leader of the Chinese political 

history after Mao Zedong. However a number of elements may undermine this interpretation. 

Xi began his presidency with a tribute to the statue erected in Shenzhen in memory of Deng 

Xiaoping, the political leader who implemented a series of liberal reforms and opened the country 

to Western investments, technology and even to those commercial and economic laws belonging 

to European and American liberal tradition. A process that will end with the entry of China into the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) in December 2001. 

And it is in the sign of Deng that Xi Jinping starts his administration, stressing the need to put a end 

to the absolute power of party officials and indicating the goal of unswervingly fight against 

corruption and keep power reined within the cage of regulations. What's more, in the early phase 

of his administration Xi Jinping indicated the need to give a full application to the Chinese 

Constitution.  

The thing is important because that Constitution contains a set of liberal liberties and democratic 

principles as the elective nature of the major constitutional bodies of the Chinese State, such as 

the National People's Congress, which is the pivot around which rotates, at least on paper, all the 

constitutional Chinese architecture. 

Moreover, it is important to underline that the need, stressed by Xi Jinping, to build a real rule of 

law in China, the need to give full and concrete application to the Constitution are not to be 

considered a occasional phenomenon or tactical choice, but constituted the main points of a lot of 

important passages of Chinese political life. 

To mention the main political appointments of the last years: 

 The Third Plenum of the Central Committee of 2013 placed on the agenda that division of 

powers, which is a cardinal principle of Western liberalism and one of the essential elements of 

constitutional democracies. In particular, the sixty points document published at the end of the 

Plenum, which may have been written by Xi Jinping himself, emphasizes the need to ensure the 

independence of the judicial branch from political power. What's more, in that document the 

Third Plenum envisaged the creation of a Constitutional Court with the power to invalidate the 

legislation inconsistent with fundamental principles of the Constitution. This is an important 

element because with the creation of a supreme judiciary court with the task of reviewing the 
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constitutionality of laws, it would be created an institutional mechanism through which to give 

real and concrete application to the Constitution itself. In that document, then the Sixth Plenum 

insisted on the need to subtract the economic sphere from the excessive influence of the public 

hands, in order free up the creative forces of the Chinese society fulfilling the transition of the 

Chinese economy from unskilled to high-skilled productions. 

 The Fourth Plenum of 2014 is entirely dedicated to the establishment in China of a modern and 

efficient "rule of law", considered - rightly – an essential "asset" in order to ensure the economic 

transition and open the doors to a new and stronger phase of economic growth and 

consequently of political stability. In this sense, also the emphasis on the anti-corruption 

campaign. In the last years there has been a lot of debate about this point and many 

international observers argue that the anti-corruption campaign is the instrument used by Xi 

Jinping to eliminate domestic opponents. Therefore, nothing more than a normal showdown 

within the China’s Communist Party. However, there are two elements to consider in order to 

correctly read this anti-corruption campaign. The first relates to the numbers that are at stake. In 

China there are hundreds of thousands of officials indicted, arrested, expelled from the party, 

even at the highest level: for example the sentence to life in prison for Zhou Yongkang, the 

president of the Committee for Political and Legal Affairs, a powerful political body that 

controlled the entire apparatus of internal security from intelligence to the penitentiary system, 

with a budget greater than that of the Armed Forces. Incidentally, it may be useful to mention 

that Zhou is the first former member of the Politburo Standing Committee, namely the organ 

composed of only seven men, which is the very heart of power in China, to be arrested. The 

case of Zhou, which could have serious consequences for the future, it breaks a practice which 

ensured a substantial immunity to former members of the Standing Committee, who are the 

leaders of the various factions of which is made the Chinese Communist Party. The second 

element to be considered is the fact that this impressive anti-corruption campaign, which is 

affecting profoundly the whole Chinese society, begins with Hu Jintao, not with Xi Jinping. 

Therefore, it can not be considered only a means to reinforce the new administration of Xi. This 

means that the anti-corruption campaign may be considered the tool to close the gap that had 

been created through years between the privileges of party officials and ordinary citizens.  

 The Fifth Plenum of 2015 was instead dedicated to economic issues and in particular the launch 

of the new five-year plan, inspired at the principles of the supply-side economics, and in 

particulare the goal of reducing the influence of the public sector in the economy realm, that is 

to say: deregulation and privatization. In this sense, deregulation, namely the liberalization of 

sectors now strictly regulated and the transfer to private hands of public enterprises, which still 

have an important role in the Chinese economy, have the goal of transforming China into a real 

market economy. This means that, at least in principle, the Chinese Communist Party embraces 

the idea, characteristic of liberal Western democracies, that the market and not the State, is the 

main source of the wealth of a country.  

At the end, it is possible to say that that the liberal spirit of the first Xi Jinping has continued to blow 

in the three mentioned Plenum and has continued to inform the official documents and policies 

enacted in recent years by the Chinese authorities. 

However, these reforms, and that's the point, have never been implemented. And it is precisely the 

lack of implementation of these reforms the cause of the difficulties of the Chinese economy. 

In fact, the reforms identified by the administration of Xi Jinping were the right ones, and went in 

the right direction of giving more freedom to the market and civil society. 

However, not only those reforms have not been implemented, but actually the freedom of the 

market and civil society is shrinking.  
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For example: the Party has put on the agenda the need to open its units in companies that operate 

in the world of the  IT and New Media, to impede that these companies are conquered by Western 

values, which are nothing – many authorities think in Beijing – than the Trojan horse through which 

hostile foreign powers are trying to destabilize China. 

Minxin Pei has defined the reduction of the freedom of the market and civil society as "retrograde 

political choice" that will have "serious consequences on the future economic development of the 

country." 

At this point it becomes necessary to ask a question: why the reforms have not been 

implemented? If it is true, as it is often claimed that Xi Jinping is one of the most powerful political 

leaders in Chinese history, then why he did not implement the reforms that he has identified? One 

of two things: either Xi Jinping, the President of the Republic, Secretary of the Party, Chairman of 

the Central Military Commission is not one of the most powerful leaders of Chinese history or all 

the planned reforms are actually just illusions designed to give to the Chinese public opinion the 

feeling that everything changes when nothing has to change. 

However, if we assume that Xi Jinping has not betrayed his early liberal vision, at least in the 

essential points, then it is necessary to assume that the Chinese leader maximo does not have that 

absolute power that it is attributed to him. 

Therefore, Xi Jinping continues to be weak, despite its significant victories in the struggle between 

factions within the Communist Party on two heavyweights such as Bo Xilai and the aforementioned 

Zhou Yongkang. Indicative in this regard, it is the fact that Xi Jinping in the early years of his 

administration has created a number of select committees, aimed at creating an alternative chain 

of command in order to bypass the official bodies, where Xi Jinping suffered obstructions and 

boycotts. If such an hypothesis made sense, it would mean that Xi Jinping does not has the total 

control of the institutional tools needed to govern important areas of China’s political sphere. 

The Sixth Plenum fits into this perspective and opens up two possibilities: 

 The first suggests that the Sixth Plenum, indicating Xi Jinping at the heart of Chinese political 

life, enshrining his victory on internal factions and represents the beginning of that reform 

process which so far have remained only on paper; 

 The second assumes that the VI Plenum conclusions are only a hope for the future or, at worst, 

a prayer to those who oppose Xi Jinping, inside the central government, State-owned 

Enterprises, and local governments to soften their hostility against the Chinese paramount 

leader. 

In both cases, the greater the emphasis that is placed on the need for the country to be united 

around the leadership of Xi, the greater may be its weakness.  

Moreover, it is necessary not to forget that Xi Jinping is part of that faction within the CCP called 

the "red princes", ie the children of revolutionary leaders who founded the People's Republic of 

China. A component that, in general, does not enjoy powerful ramifications and "supporters" inside 

the local governments, as was the case of Tuanpai Hu Jintao, or within the ministries and the 

central administration, as in the case of the so-called Shanghai faction, headed by former president 

Jiang Zemin. This means that the weakness of Xi Jinping may be structural and difficult to 

overcome. In fact not only Xi Jinping may be structurally weak, but the more radical his plan of 

liberal-inspired reforms, the greater would be the force and the number of those who oppose him. 

In practice, the more ambitious the plan of reforms the more vast the number of opponents: 

 within the Communist party, whose officials do not want to lose the privileges they enjoy; 

 within the State-owned Enterprises, that do not want to lose the economic strength they have; 

 within the Local government that is not willing to lose the substantial autonomy they now enjoy. 
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Assuming that this analysis makes sense, then the prospects for the future could not be other than 

pessimistic. The bulk of the reforms that the country needs and the amount and strength of those 

who have interests to block these reforms is such that a single leader, with a few faithful men, 

without an extensive branching in both the central and local governments, can have no hope of 

success. 

In this regard, Minxin Pei writes that "a kleptocracy made of corrupt officials and their families have 

colonized the Chinese State and intend to block any reform that would threaten their privileges". 

This would mean that even in the coming years China will not have the reforms it needs and 

consequently the economic situation in country may worsen. This means, that it would be very 

difficult for the Chinese economy to complete the economic transition without the respect of 

fundamental freedoms, the rule of law, the autonomy and independence of the judicial power, and 

above all the Academic freedom.  

Indeed, without scientific research and technological innovation, China will fail to become an 

innovation-led economy and the transition process may finish. Consequently, the biggest problem 

for the future may not be a strong and prosperous China aspiring to world leadership, but an 

increasingly poor and increasingly weak China, frustrated by the vanishing of its dreams of well-

being, prosperity and global prestige. 

 

 

 



India and the Indian Ocean 
Claudia Astarita 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2016 – Year XVIII issue VI 33 

The strategic significance of Indian surgical strikes against 

Pakistan 

 

The escalation of tensions in Kashmir has become the litmus test to see how the balance of power 

between India and Pakistan is changing as well as to try to anticipate what kind of impact these 

changes might have on the rest of the region. 

This is a very complex issue, in respect of which it is very difficult to imagine a solution. To offer a 

balanced analysis of the situation, three different perspectives need to be taken into consideration. 

These are the evolving balance of power in the region, which is influenced by internal and external 

variables; the impact of biased media in reporting news and insights; and the assessment of the 

strategies that India could adopt to respond to terror threats coming from Pakistan.  

 

India and Pakistan in search of a new equilibrium in South Asia 

Decipher Indian interests and priorities is relatively easy: the country has clarified its determination 

to become a strategically important and not negligible partner for most countries in the world. New 

Delhi has never hidden its ambition to talk and negotiate with global powers as an equal partner, 

and Narendra Modi has clearly stated his intention to relaunch Indian growth and transform his 

nation into a prosperous and advanced one. According to Modi, his “new” India will also be able to 

firmly contrast terrorism. Much less clear is the way in which Modi intends to reach all these 

ambitious goals, or how he is planning to gain the credibility required to carve out a more 

significant role for India on the international chessboard. 

Interpreting Pakistan’s intentions is much more difficult, for two different reasons. On the one hand, 

its seemingly unsolvable internal tensions do not allow deciphering the terms of collaboration 

between the Government and the Army, and this uncertainty is making Islamabad an unreliable 

partner. On the other hand, the rapid expansion of the terrorist threat and the support that militants 

continue to have in Pakistan can only increase the mistrust towards the country and contribute to 

its isolation.  

Still on the Pakistani front, the upsurge in violence on the border with India has been interpreted in 

two different ways. Some analysts are convinced that it is a direct reaction to the marginal position 

in which the nation has been relegated by the international community. Proving to have a decisive 

bearing on the stability of South Asia, Islamabad could persuade his old allies, namely China and 

the United States, to retrace their steps and, at the same time, to reduce the support that they have 

recently offered to New Delhi. However, there are other observers believing that Islamabad cannot 

have voluntarily chosen to risk losing control in the country and being crushed in the grip of 

terrorism only to regain some visibility on the international chessboard. On the contrary, some 

observers have emphasised how Pakistan has been pressured by both China and the United 

States to take advantage of the escalating tensions in Kashmir to confront the militant groups 

operating within the country. 

 

Pakistan and terrorism: why militants are not equal 

In 2014, Islamabad made a massive anti-terrorist operation aimed at disarming Taliban militants. 

Anti-Indian organisations Jaish-e-Mohammed and Lashkar-e-Taiba were intentionally excluded 

from this operation because, according to local authorities, a stance against them would do nothing 

but increase the risk of terrorist acts against India on the one hand, and facilitate the consolidation 

of cross-cutting alliances with Taliban groups on the other.  
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The validity of this argument was compromised when, in September 2016, the Uri military base in 

Indian Kashmir became the target of a terrorist attack. At that stage, international pressures on 

Pakistan, and particularly those of the United States and China, have multiplied. 

It remains very difficult to understand if these pressures have achieved any result. The fact that the 

skirmishes on the border are continuing could be interpreted in two ways: as a confirmation of 

Pakistan's reluctance to seriously approach the problem of terrorism, or as the proof of its inability 

to do so. It is not easy to determine which of these two hypotheses is more realistic, especially 

taking into account the partiality of South Asian media reports.  

 

Media and propaganda as edged weapons 

To understand the power of the media in influencing the perceptions of this region as well as the 

balance of powers in this region, it is useful to highlight the strong anti-Indian rhetoric that emerges 

from Pakistani media and the equally virulent dislike carried by the Indian ones. Television, 

newspapers and radio broadcasts have been used for decades to demonise "the enemy", and the 

consequences of this demonization are making it more difficult for local people today to accept a 

“program of pacification” that is not “extremely punitive” towards the much-hated opponent. Still, 

there is a strong disconnect in terms of perceptions among foreign and local analysts, created by 

their different background and by the fact that their interpretations are grounded in different 

sources (English or local languages). The same difference applies to Indian and Pakistani people, 

as they speak two different languages. It is very frequent to see more balanced reports in English, 

while media in local languages can prove useful to shape public opinions according to national 

needs. Find the truth in this welter of news is not an easy task. 

It is therefore clear how decades of exaggerations, misleading representations, or measures 

applied just to convince the public opinion on the Government's determination to tackle a specific 

problem cannot be erased with the stroke of a sponge and continue to influence people when an 

escalation of tension like the one that recently erupted in Kashmir is experienced. 

 

India: a new strategy to counter terrorism 

Regarding the strategies to combat terrorism, there are several options available. Some analysts 

favour the hard line, to nip in the bud any possible revenge or retaliation. Other observers 

discourage military escalations as they might bring both sides to lose control of the situation. 

Finally, there are observers convinced that a moderate reaction to the threats coming from 

Pakistan may be counterproductive. Analysts who share this position argue that there are at least 

two precedents that should persuade India to change its strategy to combat terrorism: the bombing 

of October 2002 in New Delhi and November 2008 in Mumbai. On both occasions, Atal Bihari 

Vajpayee and Manmohan Singh (the Prime Ministers in Office at the time of the two attacks) opted 

for the moderate line and, despite having secured Islamabad’s cooperation on identifying the 

militants responsible for the attacks, the trials against the alleged perpetrators, when started, were 

never concluded. 

 

Why Narendra Modi wants to abandon the moderate line 

When Narendra Modi was elected, terrorism experts in India confirmed the high probability that the 

country may suffer another attack from Pakistani militants. On top of that, Modi’s firmness led 

many to expect from him a much harder reaction compared to the ones of his predecessors. 

However, it is important to remember that the risks of an escalation that could not only cause many 

more casualties than those of an attack, but also persuade Islamabad to respond to an armed 

incursion on their territory using the atomic bomb, have always discouraged more firm responses. 
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At the same time, if the nationalist leader wants to keep his strong line it is necessary for him to 

find adequate but still not too risky alternatives. Surgical airstrikes could be a suitable option, as 

they are more effective than an attack by land, their consequences are less harmful than the ones 

of a naval blockade, but they are still effective in terms of showing to the national public opinion 

how strongly India is condemning Pakistani complicity with terror groups. Indian military sources 

have confirmed a renewed interest in surgical strikes. Regardless of their efficacyy in other 

contexts, it is now a consolidated belief that this type of response is more effective than the 

moderate line, but not so risky to unleash a real war. 

 

The advantages of surgical strikes  

Aware of the consolidation of the surgical strikes debate in India, two scholars of Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace in Washington have tried to calculate risks and advantages for 

India to use surgical airstrikes to convince Pakistan to loosen its support for anti-Indian militants. 

The two scholars have calculated the kind of mobilisation needed to make these attacks a success 

and the effective capacity India had to take them forward. Their conclusions are very interesting.  

First, the two scholars have questioned on what might be a "good" target. Two hypotheses: 

Kashmir, where skirmishes on the border are very frequent, or the Pakistani Eastern regions of 

Punjab and Sindh. Both countries consider an attack in Kashmir "less dangerous" than one scored 

in any other territory. From the Indian point of view, then, hitting Kashmir means leaving the 

responsibility of a possible escalation to Pakistan. Responding to a surgical strike with a 

mobilisation by land in Kashmir means keeping up the tension in a region which has always been 

very tense. Alternatively, responding by targeting something outside Kashmir involves the decision 

to widen the conflict. Both analysts agree that, after trying for years to counter anti-India terrorist 

movements based in Pakistan, it would be more effective for India to hit targets in Pakistan to 

demonstrate Islamabad that India is no keener to accept them to support militants’ groups. 

However, in order to do this, India must prove Pakistani responsibility in supporting terrorist 

groups, in order to convey the idea that its attack is not a provocative and unjustified one, rather a 

response to a full-blown threat. 

Once the area for the attack has been chosen, the “best” target needs to be identified. The options 

are many. The most obvious (and less controversial) target is certainly a terrorists’ den. However, 

this would not be the best way to influence Pakistan. On top of that, most of the terrorists’ camps 

are semi-mobile, so it would be easy to put them back on their feet, even after a surgical strike. 

This flexibility will inevitably make the attack less effective.  

A second possible target could be Pakistan's military and intelligence infrastructure located in 

Kashmir, that India would hit as associated with militants’ infiltrations in its territory. Yet, since it is 

common knowledge that the foundations of these groups are found in Punjab and Sindh, it is 

evident that hit the military bases of the eastern territories would be more effective, but also riskier. 

Even in this case, the problem of the legitimacy of the attack would remain open, because of the 

difficulty to prove the complicity of Islamabad in supporting terrorists’ activities, as well as for the 

risk of hitting civilians. From the point of view of New Delhi, though, hitting Pakistan directly, 

provided that no victims are counted among civilians, could lead the Pakistani civil society to 

pressure a Government which, while supporting terrorism, puts its citizens’ safety at risk. 

Unfortunately, such an interpretation misleads the long-term effects of propaganda in Pakistan. 

Recalling the words of a former Pakistani intelligence official, the two analysts point out that, if 

India were to attack militants’ bases in Pakistan, most likely the Pakistani public opinion would not 

take advantage of the situation to push the Government to permanently sever ties with terrorists.  
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On the contrary, it would sternly condemn the Indian attack and demand a firm response to counter 

it. As a consequence, the two countries would not only risk a military confrontation, but they would 

also offer terrorists a free hand in their territories. 

The fear of a Pakistani nuclear response to an Indian surgical strike has remained unanswered. 

However, it is likely that the nuclear option would still be discouraged by the geographical proximity 

of the two countries. The reason is that even the attacking country would suffer the consequences 

of nuclear fallout. 

 

New variables to understand tensions in Kashmir 

This analysis is proving that the Indian surgical strikes announced after the military base in Uri was 

attacked have a clear strategic meaning. They show that Narendra Modi has abandoned the 

moderate line to opt for a moderate counteroffensive that, according to Indian sources, has been 

successful. Pakistan, however, probably to avoid being pressured by internal public opinion, has 

denied these attacks and justified the victims as victims of skirmishes on the border. 

If Pakistan will decide to outlaw anti-Indian militant groups or will show a conciliatory attitude 

towards India, it will be possible to argue that New Delhi has obtained an important advantage 

thanks to this change of strategy. Otherwise, it would be legitimate to conclude that the 

proportionate response was still ineffective. However, the confusion in which the Kashmir 

escalation has been locked by media and propaganda reports is making very hard to assess the 

validity of the above mentioned hypotheses.  
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Japan and the Philippines: the “difficult allies” of the US 

 

Since the beginning of the Cold War the network of military and diplomatic alliances has been a 

cornerstone of the US foreign policy in Asia, even if it had sometimes entangled Washington in 

expensive and demanding military operations, such as the Vietnam War (1965-1975). Today the 

US diplomacy has to manage a region characterised by an uncertain geostrategic balance, even if 

the US can rely on key allies such as South Korea, Taiwan, Japan or the Philippines. But the 

increasing role of China and the strengthening of the US-China confrontation are shaking some of 

the US alliances in the region: the cases of Japan and the Philippines are getting particularly 

complicated. The “tougher” stance of Japan and the last declarations of the newly elected 

president of the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte, are creating some troubles for the traditionally strong 

links Washington-Manila and Washington-Tokyo. The positions of these two “difficult allies” (the 

Philippines and Japan) are also influencing the relations with other US partners in the region and 

with China. Why these two countries are now “difficult allies” for the US in the Asia Pacific? 

 

US allies in the Asia Pacific: a geographical perspective  

After the Second World War the US presence in both Europe and the Asia Pacific was developed 

through a network of alliances established to counter a possible communist expansion in those 

areas. While in Europe NATO is still alive, in Asia the US still run some strong bilateral cooperation, 

because two regional organisations (CENTO1 e SEATO2) do not exist anymore. It means that in 

the Asia Pacific there are different kind of links with the US, some based on strong agreements and 

other more “flexible”. From an historical point of view, probably the strongest link has been 

between South Vietnam and the US, because American troops fought directly to support this 

country during the famous war (1965-1975).   

The allies of the US in the Asia Pacific can be summarized in this way:  

 “structured allies”, where US military units are constantly deployed: it is the case of Japan and 

South Korea, who host respectively 50.000 and 28.000 US troops; 

 “Political allies”, countries where the US enjoys a considerable level of political (and even 

military) relations even if there are not US troops permanently stationed there. It is the case of 

Thailand, the Philippines or Taiwan;  

 an “indirect ally”, Singapore, because the US and the city-state are quite close despite the lack 

of a formal agreement;  

 a “temporary ally”, Vietnam, who is very close to the US due to the current problems Hanoi-

Beijing. There are many articles about this “new deal” of the US-Vietnam relations, even in the 

US right wing press (for example, a recent article of the National Interest3); 

 the “Anglo-Saxon allies”, or Australia and New Zealand. Both share an historical cooperation in 

the military sphere (for instance, units from Oceania fought hard during the Second World War 

alongside US and UK troops) but also a close intelligence cooperation, through the so called 

“Five Eyes4, an agreement who links the US, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand.  

                                                 
1  CENTO or Central Treaty Organization (known also as “Baghdad Pact”), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Central-

Treaty-Organization 
2  SEATO or South East Asia Treaty Organization, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Southeast-Asia-Treaty-Organization 
3  http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/moving-the-us-vietnam-relationship-the-future-16361 
4  http://www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/an-exclusive-club-the-five-countries-that-dont-spy-on-each-other/ 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Central-Treaty-Organization
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Central-Treaty-Organization
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Southeast-Asia-Treaty-Organization
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/moving-the-us-vietnam-relationship-the-future-16361
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/an-exclusive-club-the-five-countries-that-dont-spy-on-each-other/
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Is should be noticed that despite some similarities, Australia and New Zealand have different 

positions in foreign policy. New Zealand has a more “pacifist” approach than Australia; therefore 

the US-Australia politico-military relations are definitely stronger.  

 

This scenario looks quite “classic” and static. But is it the real situation in the Asia Pacific? Many 

analysts are considering what could happen if one or more of these states could “leave” the US 

field: what could be the new superpower to look to? If we consider the recent evolutions, there 

could be two points of friction for the US hegemony in the Asia Pacific: Japan and the Philippines. 

These two countries are very different – ça va sans dire – but in the recent past both have been a 

“difficult ally” for the US. In Japan this “complicated attitude” is developing since some years 

(notably, the election of Shinzo Abe as a prime minister, in 2012), while in the Philippines, once(?) 

a strong ally of the US, the last months have been quite challenging due to some tough positions 

expressed by Rodrigo Duterte, the Philippines' new president. The cases of Japan and the 

Philippines show that the geostrategic balance in the Asia Pacific is moving, and that even some 

“old and stable” allies of the US are not anymore silent and docile.   

 

Japan and the “Abe Restoration” 

From 1945 Japan has been the cornerstone of the US presence in the Asia Pacific, and it is still 

strategic in some ways. Moreover, the same status of the Japanese armed forces (formally not 

“armed forces” but just “self-defence forces”, despite the last developments) conveys its 

“subordinate” level in comparison with the US military and the armed forces of the other countries, 

even if many things have changed since 1945. The “normalization” of the Japanese defence is an 

ongoing process. The transformation of the Japanese Self Defence Force or JSDF in a “standard” 

military has de facto happened since many decades: it is no secret that today the JSDF operates a 

wide range of advanced defence capabilities, and it is considered one of the best equipped and 

trained military in the world, even if the JSDF should be only related with the protection of Japan's 

sovereignty. The current Japanese government, led by Shinzo Abe, has been crucial to speed up 

this process of “normalization” of the JSDF, as part of the so--called “Abe restoration5”. From the 

elections of 2012, the Japanese premier has substantially contributed to the strengthening of the 

Japanese strategic posture, increasing the defence budget, easing the export of armaments, 

allowing the JSDF to intervene outside the national borders to support Tokyo's allies and finally, 

trying to change the Constitution6, especially its article 97. Abe's government does not hide its 

ambition to restore Japan's position in the Asia Pacific; but this ambition has a relevant side effect 

in the neighbourhood. A possible “new” rise of Japan recalls spooky ghosts in the collective 

memory of some countries. The first country worried by this “new course” of Japan is China, where 

geopolitical considerations are usually mixed up with other historical questions open with Japan 

and the bitter legacy of the Second World War. North and South Korea are also worried by this new 

approach of Tokyo, and they both share, as China, a heavy burden of memories from the Second 

World War. Therefore, the Abe government is now a “difficult ally” for the US. From the point of 

view of Washington, from one side the strengthening of Japan is a good tool to counterbalance the 

Chinese ambitions; but from the other side, this rise could also increase the possible frictions with 

Beijing, and it could enlarge the divisions in the pro-US field, especially regarding the relations with 

South Korea. For a safe development of the US strategy in the Asia Pacific it will be crucial an 

                                                 
5  This definition is intentionally referred to the last volume of Craig Mark, The Abe Restoration: Contemporary 

Japanese Politics and Reformation, Lexington Books, 2016.  
6  http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/02/03/national/politics-diplomacy/abe-explicit-call-amendment-constitutions-

article-9/ 
7  http://japan.kantei.go.jp/constitution_and_government_of_japan/constitution_e.html 

http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/02/03/national/politics-diplomacy/abe-explicit-call-amendment-constitutions-article-9/
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/02/03/national/politics-diplomacy/abe-explicit-call-amendment-constitutions-article-9/
http://japan.kantei.go.jp/constitution_and_government_of_japan/constitution_e.html
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easing of the mutual diffidence between Tokyo and Seoul. But the recent provocations of North 

Korea could be a perfect tool to facilitate the rapprochement of these two strategic allies, avoiding 

further issues or rivalries in the pro-US field. In conclusion, for the US the management of Japan 

and its current government is quite complicated, especially because of Tokyo's ambitions and the 

growing pressure from China. Nevertheless, Abe's administration is still keeping a very clear 

trajectory: in the last reshuffling of the government (August 2016) the prime minister has chosen for 

the position of Minister of Defence <<a strong conservative person8>> (comment of the Financial 

Times), Tomomi Inada. This 57-years old lawyer, one of the strongest figures in Abe's party, has 

been criticized many times for her visits to the famous (and controversial) Yasukuni shrine, where 

some war criminals of the Second world war have been buried together with many other people 

who died serving the Japanese Empire. The military and strategic dimension of Japan will be 

present in the future geopolitical developments in the Asia Pacific, and it will probably fuel further 

contrasts with China: this, in the end of the day, will be also a problem for the US, the real 

“responsible” (according to some Chinese sources) of the re-armament of Japan.  

 

Rodrigo Duterte's pro-China repositioning 

In just a few months after his election, Rodrigo Duterte has been able to collect attentions from his 

country and from abroad, due to his controversial behaviour. Despite a wide array of critics, Duterte 

is still a strong figure in his country, and his fame of “inflexible man” has been a boost for his 

election, helped by his direct language, provocations, dirty jokes and populist rhetoric. In a couple 

of months Duterte has been known in the whole world due to his “iron hand” against drugs 

consumption and trafficking, and his alleged tolerance against many extrajudicial killings directed 

against drug dealers and traffickers.  

The “iron man” aura of Rodrigo Duterte has not been limited to the internal level. After some heavy 

critics against President Obama9, in the end of October 2016 Duterte has been in China for some 

talks: here he met Xi Jinping, China's President, in an amicable and friendly atmosphere. The 

meeting has been widely commented by many international journalists especially after some 

speeches of President Duterte aimed at “re-orient” Philipino's international relations towards 

China10 instead than focusing on the more traditional “pro-US” approach. These tones, associated 

with slogans like “US: it is time to say bye-bye” or praises to the future China-Philippines 

cooperation11 have obviously created a big noise. Another quite controversial element has been 

the softening of the tones about China's ambitions in the South China Sea: Duterte has rapidly 

forgotten the strong rhetoric of the elections (a classic leitmotiv also shared by his predecessors) in 

favour of a more submissive and pragmatic approach, showing interest on a possible bilateral 

negotiation with China about the disputed islands in the South China Sea. This move can entirely 

change the Philippine's position on this crucial issue. Further calls to cooperation with Russia, 

praises for Vladimir Putin, a possible stop of the joint military exercises with the US and the 

possible withdrawn of the US military advisers in Mindanao are opening new problems for the 

future Washington-Manila relationship. While the US diplomats avoid commenting, the Chinese 

authorities are more than happy of this “new course” of the Filipino politics: Beijing is ready to 

promote investments in the country, to cancel some trade restrictions and, especially, to turn a 

blind eye on the bloody “war on drugs” that is taking place in the archipelago.  

                                                 
8  https://www.ft.com/content/202f2f12-5965-11e6-8d05-4eaa66292c32 or 

http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/08/03/national/politics-diplomacy/abe-looks-retain-key-ministers-reshuffle-
defense-chief-pick-may-irk-beijing-seoul/ 

9  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/05/philippines-president-rodrigo-duterte-barack-obama-son-whore 
10 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-37700409 
11 http://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/18/world/asia/rodrigo-duterte-philippines-china-us.html 

https://www.ft.com/content/202f2f12-5965-11e6-8d05-4eaa66292c32
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/08/03/national/politics-diplomacy/abe-looks-retain-key-ministers-reshuffle-defense-chief-pick-may-irk-beijing-seoul/
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/08/03/national/politics-diplomacy/abe-looks-retain-key-ministers-reshuffle-defense-chief-pick-may-irk-beijing-seoul/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/05/philippines-president-rodrigo-duterte-barack-obama-son-whore
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-37700409
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/18/world/asia/rodrigo-duterte-philippines-china-us.html
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Are the Philippines, a traditionally strong and loyal ally of the US, ready to “change side”? Beyond 

the flamboyant rhetoric of the new President, it should be important to highlight some elements. 

First, both China and the US are very cautious about the next steps of Rodrigo Duterte, and both 

know how the new president is very keen on boutades and similar (theatrical) gestures12. Second, 

at the moment there has not been any formal initiative from Manila regarding the US: for instance, 

US military units are still training their Filipino counterparts, and there has not been any request of 

stopping this cooperation. Whatever happens, the new approach of Rodrigo Duterte is a problem 

for Washington, which cannot loose such a strategic partner in the Asia Pacific, especially for the 

strategic position of the archipelago and the strong historical ties between the two countries.  

The evolution of the Philippines' foreign policy and the new approach of Rodrigo Duterte should be 

carefully monitored in the next months: the Philippines are then a second case of a “difficult ally” 

for the US, a possibility that few people could have imagined just a few months ago.  

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The last developments in the Asia Pacific, including the declarations of the President of the 

Philippines, are taking place five years after the famous speech known as “Obama's address” in 

Canberra (201113) and a few days before the US presidential elections. For the United States there 

is a certain degree of uncertainty in the Asia Pacific, where two strategic allies, for different 

reasons, are creating some disturbing distress in the “pro-US” field. This distress could be worrying 

for the US because it can weaken the network of pro-US allies facing China and its alleged 

assertive policies. The management of this situation will be a priority for the next President of the 

Unites States: in the current Asia Pacific the military support or the diplomatic backing are not 

enough (anymore?) to face the dynamism of China in fields such as economy, cooperation and 

trade. Regarding this issue, the last boutades pro-China of Rodrigo Duterte should be 

contextualised: the Philippines, a long-standing ally of the US, cannot just drop the cooperation 

with Washington in the short term. Beside the strong links on governmental level (armed forces, 

public administration...) also the public opinion in the archipelago is much divided about China: for 

instance, in many cases a vast majority of Filipino citizens have been very vocal against “China's 

ambitions” in the contested South China Sea. In any case, the move of Duterte is unprecedented in 

the history of the country, and, together with some moves of Japan, clearly shows how managing 

the US allies in the Asia Pacific – or, at least, some “difficult allies” - is already a relevant challenge 

for the American decision makers.  

 

 

                                                 
12  http://www.wsj.com/articles/rodrigo-dutertes-policy-shifts-confound-u-s-allies-1473869601 
13 https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/11/17/remarks-president-obama-australian-parliament 

http://www.wsj.com/articles/rodrigo-dutertes-policy-shifts-confound-u-s-allies-1473869601
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Colombia, a long road toward pacification 

 

It was the year 1964, when the FARCs (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) entered 

into clandestine 'guerrilla war.' Following the Cuban example and those of many other guerrilla 

movements that arose at that time in Latin America, the FARCs began an armed struggle with the 

aim of overturning order within the State. It started, so, an armed struggle that would heavily 

characterized the following fifty years of Colombian history: hostilities accelerated, decelerated, re-

emergence of hostilities and forms of attenuation but the politics in Colombia has always had to 

exist alongside these revolutionary activities, carrying across the national territory. Besides, the 

'revolutionary' fever, that pervaded the whole Latin America during the Sixties, was not only 

represented, in Colombia, by the group of the FARCs. In fact, in the Country other groups were 

born (such as ELN, EPL, M -19) that made the revolutionary/guerrilla universe more composite. 

The reaction didn't wait and the violence quickly intensified. Toward the end of the Seventies and 

during the whole decade of the Eighties, the birth of paramilitary groups and the rapid ascent of the 

drug trafficking cartels assumed the characteristic of a brutal civil war. 

Today the Colombian political horizon is very different: the brutality of the drug trafficking cartels 

seems to have diminished; the paramilitary groups have put down the weapons and some 

revolutionary movements have dissolved or been integrated into civil political life, abandoning the 

armed struggle: only the FARCs and the ELN are by now the only two principal guerrilla 

movements in Colombia. In virtue of this situation, the matter of the 'paz completa' ('the definitive 

peace') doesn't seem so utopian and unattainable as once it was, rather, it has become the focal 

points around which to base today's national political debate. 

 

Toward the Statement 

Beginning from 2010, the political agenda promoted by the actual President of Colombia, Juán 

Manuel Santos, was structured around the point of the pacification with the armed guerrillas. This 

matter has been, without a shadow of doubt, central and settling during the presidential electoral 

campaign ended with the elections of May of 2014 won by Santos to the ballot, in reassembling on 

the rival Óscar I. Zuluaga. The strenuous search for pacification during the last months on many 

occasion seemed to be a step away from an epic turning point, then to be dashed. 

Last August, in La Havana, the Colombian government reached an accord with the executives of 

the FARCs, preceded by the signature of a document (undersigned in June) that established the 

definitive ceasefire and the delivery of weapons, to conclude the end of the bilateral hostilities. 

What was foreseen within the long text of the accord? In the first place, "integrated rural reform" 

were promoted  with objective to create comfortable conditions for the rural population. The Idea 

was to redistribute the lands to laborers and  agriculturists, equipping everyone with small piece of 

land, and to promote a plan national economic and social development to benefit agricultural areas 

in order to eradicate extreme poverty within 10 years. 

Moreover, the statement foresaw the start of a democratic phase with the objective of 

strengthening the pluralism and guaranteeing, therefore, a certain representation og different 

visions and affairs of society to promote and to strengthen, in the final analysis, popular consensus 

over the matters of public interest and the neutralization of the violence as method of political 

action. It was clear, in fact, there was a necessity to renew attention toward individual rights and 

guarantees for the political action of the opposition, to strengthen the democratic mechanisms of 

popular opinion in order to promote real measures for the improvement of the popular consensus 

in the political life. 
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The statement directly, then, concerned the matter of 'pacification.' In previous offering, the 

conclusion that was proposed defined the bilateral nature of the hostilities and the delivery of the 

weapons. The duration of this contained prescription in the document was equal to 180 days, a 

period articulated by a process of wide monitoring of the three parts of the process (the 

government, FARC and U.N.); they pointed out, besides, some existing devices of verification of 

the territory and tools for the masses in order to protect themselves in the specific areas, where 

FARCs operates. The political aspect of the operation was not foregone, also: they hoped, in fact, 

for the total integration of the FARCs within the civil society foreseeing a transformation of the 

guerrilla movement as a political party which would guarantee, at least, five parliamentary seats 

involving two legislatures (independent of the consensus reached); from the economic and social 

point of view, the document still, alluded to a National Suggestion of Reincorporation that would 

have had the function to define the activities, to establish the programs and to delineate the lines of 

the process of integration beginning with a partner-economic estate of the members of the FARCs. 

The idea made reference, finally, to the safety guarantees and the struggles against the criminal 

organizations through the creation of an integrated system for the exercise of the political activity, 

of a program of protection for the communities of their territories, of tools for the prevention and the 

monitoring of criminal organizations and the phenomena of corruption. 

The treaty was aimed, naturally, also at the resolution of the problem of the drug trafficking: both 

the government and the FARCs would be committed to the definitive resolution of the diffusion of 

illegitimate drugs and would have contributed to clarify the contribution that the cultivation, the 

production and the marketing of this drugs have given to the development of armed conflict. 

The treaty, then, tried to find a resolution the need to establish the truth for the victims of the 

conflict, with the purpose of guaranteeing them justice. To this end, they would need to promote 

the definition of an independent commission, of transitory nature and extrajudicial and, besides, 

above all an attempt to settle the matters of a local nature. Secondly, a special entity would be 

formed to search for the people who disappeared in context of  the armed struggle; finally, a 

specific jurisdiction would be founded for the porpoise of peace, which they would followed some 

forms of integral reparation (among these, the recognition of responsibility, the strengthening of the 

collective reparation, the plans of restitution of the grounds) and, still, the guarantee of the not to 

perpetuating in any revolutionary war and, finally, the promotion, the respect and the defence of 

the human rights by both the parts (government and FARCs). 

The treaty foresaw, in the end, the value of transitory measures useful for the operation and the 

control of the actual application of the treaty, that, according the agreement of June, the popular 

vote would have been submitted through the referendum, summoned on the previous October the 

2nd. 

 

The test of the vote 

The approximation of the referendum saw an excitement of the tensions within the Country, that 

continue to divide into two factions: the vote gradually turned into a plebiscite on the activities of 

the President Santos who had invested a good part of his own political capital into the pacification 

of the guerrillas. In such a sense, the ex-president Álvaro Uribe - who, after having been the 

principal sponsor of Santos in 2010, became his fiercest opponent - he has been the real demiurge 

of the country for the rejection. 

The supporters of the Yes campaign have observed the historical course of the moment and the 

treaty, while the critics have underlined some gaps and weaknesses of the document. Among 

these, the anticipated punishments for those people who had accused of crimes of war and crimes 

against humanity: who, in fact, would not necessarily have been punished with the detention. 

There was also a objection of the criticism during the electoral campaign the system conceived for 
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proving the responsibility of the aforesaid crimes: a formality which, to many, appeared until too 

confused since the useful levels of knowledge were beyond the common capabilities. In such a 

way - so it was said by the No campaing - "the people of the  hightest responsibility in the chain of 

command would have been able to bee free of some responsibility." Others, pointed the finger 

against the guaranteed right of parliamentary representation to the list connected to the FARCs. 

One must not finally forget, that, according to the text of the referendum ("do you Support the final 

statement for the conclusion of the conflict and the construction of a stable and lasting peace?"), 

this left an opening for a unilateral interpretation. The reference, in fact, was to the accord between 

the government and the FARCs, the principal one still initials present guerrilla movement  on the 

Colombian territory. Principal, but not the only. The groups that make head to the Ejército de 

Liberación Nacional (Eln)are still active, in fact. With these groups, the government has started for 

a long time forms of negotiation that, however, up until this point, they can not envisage a quick 

conclusion to the armed actions. 

The test of the vote, however, has lethargically returned an image of a country far from the peace 

process. Once the ballot box had been opening, it was clear it has been clear that the Yes vote 

was well below the anticipated expectation (49,78%), while the No vote had reached 50,21%. 

There had not simply been a victory of one of the two options: rather, the most remarkable data 

was that fewer than of the 40% of the electorate had voted; in some districts abstentions were 

more than 80% (one can be seen in the case of the district of Guajira). 

The scant participation, that confirmed the surveys had preceded the referendum, can be 

accounted for for disparate reasons: climatic conditions (at that time, the hurricane Matthew was 

crossing the entire Caribbean region); a difficulty in creating due attention to a very complex peace 

statement in a very limited exhausting time (from the official approval of the statement to the 

referendum was no more than 40 days); the high-level of disaffection toward the political parties 

and the low trust in democratic institutions (such as elections and political parties, for instance). 

As for this last aspect, one cannot forget that the percentage of electoral abstention is by now 

chronic in Colombia: with the exception of 1998 presidential elections, in the last twenty years, the ' 

no-vote party' has continue to exceed the 50% of the population which has the right to vote. 

 

A new statement in the field 

The international and domestic dismay at the results of referendum has accompanied the news 

that announced, a week later, the announcement of the Nobel prize for Peace to President Santos 

for having put an end to the war of Colombian guerrilla. The symbolic value of the prize, also taking 

into account the period, prompted perhaps, further discussion. President Santos has, in fact, 

prolonged the duration of the cease fire several times and the Un officials, starting from last 

November 7, returned to the Colombian territory to strengthen the statement stipulated in Havana. 

Also the Latin-American partners, on the occasion of the XXV Cumbre Iberoamericana, are locked 

in a unanimous way to support the peace process in Colombia: this last appeal was also 

relaunched by the King Felipe VI of Spain. The perspective of a new peace statement seems 

today, in short, for the majority of the international actors, not only to be desirable but absolutely 

necessary. 

But it is not only for the international community to unfold in full its own strengths in this direction 

but also for the Colombian population the political trial of the pacification has regained interest. 

After the referendum, in fact, a small group of people formed the camp for the Peace, a movement 

that, with the example of the movement "Occupy Wall Street" in the New York City of some years 

ago, is growing today. There are three principal proposals: not to abandon the regime of the 

bilateral and definitive cease fire; support for the victims of the conflict; birth of a new negotiations 

between the representatives of the State and those of the FARCs. 
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The perspective of a new statement seems, therefore, to have found the support of a part of  public 

opinion that was not entirely manifested in a precedent time as that of an important part of the 

international community. In such a sense, the government has not only been committed to keeping 

opened the negotiations with the FARCs, but also to starting a dialogue with the supporters of the 

No vote to the referendum. And it is really in the light of this complex and short sharp plot of 

interconnections that a new statement has announced on Saturday November the 12 th. The text 

of the statement has not been made public yet, but one can be counted on anticipations emanating 

from the press. According to the Spanish daily newspaper El País, the points that bring the most 

important changes in comparison to the old statement concern the themes of  justice (in the new 

text they have become "the zones where sanctions were to be delimited [...] and these will be 

proportioned according to the penal arrangement, already in force in the Country"), the obligation 

of information, from the components of the FARCs, toward the State around the mobile and 

immovable goods in their possession, the matters of gender (gatherings have evidently been the 

criticisms of the ultraconservative sectors, according to which "the old statement privileged the 

LGBTI community"), the popular legitimation, finally, that this time will have been put in place, very 

probably, by the vote of the Congress. 

 

Toward a 'complete peace?' 

As already said, the exact terms of the new statement have not been made known yet, but already 

some independent matters influenced the negotiation Government – FARC on the effectiveness of 

the document. The first matter concerns the aforementioned activism of another group, the Eln, 

that for more than six months has held the deputy Odín Sanchez. Even if the statement of 

pacification with the FARCs was to end well, it would only be one footstep (even though important) 

toward the definition of the complete peace. Simply the fact of deputy Sanchez's abduction shows, 

after all, the dynamism that other guerrilla movements continue to have on  Colombian territory. 

There is then a matter of stability of the same majority within government. As I said, the matter of 

the pacification with the guerrilla movements is one of the points around which the Colombian 

political party system is defined and, therefore, divided. For some aspects, one can assumed, 

therefore that the issue assumes an identity character of the political alliance that today support 

President Santos  A coalition that has already begun to have problems ( one can see, for instance, 

the invitation to a popular mobilization from the Vice-president of Colombia against some points of 

the tributary reform). 

Finally, there is an international dimension that weaves between the pacification Colombian 

government and FARCs with the recent election of Donald Trump to the White House: Obama, in 

fact, had promoted supporting the negotiations from an economic point of view with financial help 

equal to 450 million dollars for the post-conflict reconstruction. 

Trump has made no comment up to now on this point. All of this makes the process more 

nebulous, the process of the pacification between the Colombian State and the revolutionary 

guerrillas, it till now is still precarious and not resolved. 
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Bratislava roadmap and British High Court ruling on Brexit 

 
At the European Council in Bratislava on 16 September 2016, the President of the European 

Council, Donald Tusk, the Slovak Presidency of the Council and the European Commission have 

established a "roadmap", which consists of a work programme to address the Brexit and further 

European integration, including the integration in defence policy. 

In the United Kingdom (UK), a new event added complexity to the exit process from the European 

Union (EU), as already scheduled by the Prime Minister Theresa May and her ministers. On 3 

November 2016, the British High Court has, in fact, ruled that, before activating the exit process 

from the EU, the government shall wait for a Parliamentary vote, both the House of Commons and 

the Lords, on the 'repeal of the "European Communities Act" of 1972. This is the Act that ratified 

the agreement on British accession to the EU. Without this vote, government would violate the 

agreements with which the United Kingdom joined the European Community. By contrast, Prime 

Minister May has appealed to the Supreme Court, which on 7 December 2016 will start examine 

the case in a plenary (with all 11 judges who compose it) to decide whether or not to confirm the 

sentence already issued by the High Court. 

On 4 November 2016, Prime Minister May informed Chancellor Merkel and European Commission 

President, Jean-Claude Juncker, on the High Court ruling and on the intention of the British 

government to proceed in accordance all'art.50 TEU without a parliamentary vote. May also 

informed the French President Hollande and President of the European Council, Donald Tusk. A 

spokesman responded for Mr Juncker that the EU does not comment on internal legal affairs of the 

UK. 

 

Bratislava roadmap 

At the European Council in Bratislava on 16 September, the heads of State and governments of 

the 27 remaining Member States met to reflect on “the future of teh EU” without the UK. 

Bratislava Declaration has established the following key priorities:  

• restore full control of external borders  

• ensure internal security and fighting terrorism  

• strengthen EU cooperation on external security and defence 

• relaunch the single market 

Bratislava roadmap shall guide EU action in the next few months through: European Council in 

December, informal European Council in Malta, at La Valletta on 3 February 2017, to the 

conclusion of the process at the Rome Summit on 25 March 2017, for the celebrations of the 

60th anniversary of the Rome Treaties.  
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More specifically in Bratislava roadmap, the 27 Member States and the Commission, aware that 

“Many common challenges ahead of us: people concerned by a perceived lack of controland fears 

related to migration, terrorism, and economic and social insecurity. Need to tackle these issues as 

a matter of priority over the coming months” they stated the following objectives and concrete 

measures: 

 

MIGRATION AND EXTERNAL BORDERS 

Objectives 

• Never to allow return to uncontrolled flows of last year and further bring down number of 

irregular migrants 

• Ensure full control of our external borders and get back to Schengen 

• Broaden EU consensus on long term migration policy and apply the principles of responsibility 

and solidarity 

 

Concrete measures  

a) full commitment to implementing the EU-Turkey statement as well as continued support to the 

countries of the Western Balkans 

b) commitment today by a number of Member States to offer immediate assistance to strengthen 

the protection of Bulgaria's border with Turkey, and continue support to other frontline States  

c) before the end of the year, full capacity for rapid reaction of the European Border and Coast 

Guard, now signed into law 

d) migration compacts for cooperation and dialogue with third countries to lead to reduced flows 

of illegal migration and increased return rates, to be assessed by the December European 

Council 

e) work to be continued to broaden EU consensus in terms of long term migration policy, including 

on how to apply the principles of responsibility and solidarity in the future 
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INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL SECURITY 
 
Internal Security 
 
Objective 
 
• Do everything necessary to support Member States in ensuring internal security and fighting 

terrorism 
 
Concrete Measures 
 
a) intensified cooperation and information-exchange among security services of the Member 

States 
b) adoption of the necessary measures to ensure that all persons, including nationals from EU 

Member States, crossing the Union's external borders will be checked against the relevant 
databases, that must be interconnected 

c) start to set up a Travel Information and Authorisation System (ETIAS) to allow for advance 
checks and, if necessary, deny entry of visa-exempt travellers 

d) a systematic effort against radicalisation, including through expulsions and entry bans where 
warranted as well as EU support to Member States' actions in prevention 

 
External Security and Defence 
 
Objective 
 
• In a challenging geopolitical environment, strengthen EU cooperation on external security and 

defence 
 
Concrete Measures 
 
a) December European Council to decide on a concrete implementation plan on security and 

defence and on how to make better use of the options in the Treaties, especially as regards 
capabilities 

b) start implementing the joint declaration with NATO immediately 
 

 

The following informal meeting of defence ministers in Bratislava, on 27 September 2016, was an 

opportunity to discuss on the implementation of the Global Strategy of the EU and the practical 

implementation plan on security and defence, better known as “Defence Action plan” (DAP), 

prepared by the Commission. 

The Global Strategy was presented to the European Council in June 2016 by the High 

Representative for the Common Foreign and Security Policy, Federica Mogherini. The document, 

which replaces 2003 European Security Strategy and its 2008 update, focuses primarily on the 

relations between European institutions in the field of external action and on the state of relations 

between the EU and all regions of the world. The defence is devoted little space, because the 

Global Strategy should be follow on by a "White Paper" or a "sectoral strategy" for European 

defence to implement the principles of the Global Strategy. 

Global Strategy details the priority areas for European defence:  

 Monitoring and control of flows which have security implications by means of ISTAR 

capabilities, including UAVs, satellite communications, and autonomous access to space and 

permanent earth observation, and implement legislation concerning explosives, firearms and 
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Passenger Name Records (PNRs), and invest on detection capabilities and the cross-border 

tracing of weapons. 

 digital capabilities to secure data, networks and critical infrastructure within the European 

digital space (cyber defence) and related R&D projects; 

 full-spectrum land, air, space and maritime capabilities, including strategic enablers.  

The DAP shall be presented by the Commission to the European Council in December 2016. 

Moreover, High Representative Mogherini has started a review of the European Defence Agency 

(EDA) which should strenghten its role in European armaments cooperation and related military 

R&D. 

Furthermore, Global Strategy states that for collective defence, NATO  remains the primary 

framework for most Member States, therefore, the cooperation with NATO shall be improved. For 

this reason, at the Warsaw Atlantic Council in July 2016  a NATO-EU joint declaration was signed. 

At the Bratislava informal defence summit on 27 September 2016, High Representative Mogherini 

has hosted NATO Secretary General, Jens Stoltenberg, to report on the progress of Warsaw 

NATO-EU declaration. 

To comply with Bratislava roadmap, the European Border and Coast Guard was officially 

established on 6 October 2016 with an opening ceremony at the Bulgarian-Turkish  border. 

According to Bratislava roadmap, a European Council took place in Brussels on 20 and 21 October 

2016. The Council focused on migration, including external borders control, situation in Russia and 

Syria, and, eventually on the progress on the roadmap.  

At the working dinner, on 20 October, there were information points over two politically sensible 

issues for the EU: Prime Minister May provided a short update on Brexit, and Dutch Prime Minister 

Rutte updated on the situation in the Netherlands with regard to the referendum on the EU-Ukraine 

agreement (AA/DCFTA) and the investigation over the crash of MH17 flight.   

Over dinner, it was discussed Russian role in Syria, by condemning the involvement of civilians in 

Aleppo. With regards to Ukraine, there was a debate on sanctions to Russia. Various Member 

States have lamented on Russian air space intrusion, disinformation campaigns, and cyber 

attacks, or other forms of “hybrid warfare”, also in the Balkans. European President Tusk has 

stated that there is a clear Russian intent to weaken the EU, but the EU should not compromise on 

its values.  A decision on sanctions has been postponed to the December European Council, 

because Member States has not found a shared position, because a few States are in favour of a 

reduction or end to sanctions on Russia.  

The following day, the status of the trade agreement with Canada (CETA) was discussed, thus 

focusing on the ratification problems in Belgium, due to the opposition in the Wallonia regional 

parliament. On 30 October 2016, the situation was resolved with the official signature of CETA in 

Brussels.  

Moreover, also the migration and external borders were discussed. European president Tusk, has 

reasoned that in the last two years there has been no improvement, so that it was decided that to 

reduce migration to Italy in the central Mediterranean, it is necessary to strike deals with the 

African countries of origin or transit.  
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For this reason, it has been asked to High Representative Mogherini to present to the European 

Council in December, the first results of the consultations with five African countries (Senegal, Mali, 

Niger, Nigeria and Ethiopia). 

For migration flows in the eastern Mediterranean, also called "Balkan route", it was highlighted a 

net reduction of 98% of departures in the last year. European institutions have committed to 

provide support to Greece to speed return of migrants in Turkey from the Greek islands and for the 

implementation of the agreement between Turkey and the EU. 
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The establishment of the European Border and Coast Guard shall contribute to the protection of 

the Schengen area. After the closure of the Balkan route, the reopening of Schengen area is now 

more realistic. Schengen will be reviewed with the setting of stricter controls at the EU's external 

borders. The European Council of December 2016 should take a position and the Commission has 

been requested to prepare legal measures to ETIAS, to create a “European Travel Information and 

Authorisation System” on travelers without a visa, and to set access restrictions at the border when 

required. Finally, it was noted the need to reform the EU asylum policies. 

 

British High Court ruling 

In late August, Prime Minister May had announced she had no intention to seek parliamentary 

authorization before proceeding to art.50 TEU notification. This announcement has led a few  

ordinary citizens to appeal to the High Court to affirm that the art.50 TEU notification may not be 

implemented until Parliament has voted it. It was the former Prime Minister, Tony Blair, the first to 

propose the parliamentary road to avoid Brexit. 

The government plan on Brexit was announced by Prime Minister May, on 2 October 2016, first at 

the BBC and then formally at the Conservative Party conference in Birmingham. May stated the 

art.50 TEU notification would be submitted to the European Council by the end of March 2017, 

presumably at the European Summit in Rome, which will be held on 25 March 2017. 

In addition, May had announced its intention to invoke the Royal prerogative, which allows a 

minister to exercise the powers of the monarch without a parliamentary vote. She had announced 

that the 1972 European Communities Act on accession to the EEC would be repealed by a "Great 

Repeal Bill" at the Queen's Speech in May 2017. The Great Reapeal Bill would enter into force, 

with the application of art.50 TEU. By that date all European laws would have been transformed 

into national law so that the Parliament could confirm or cancel them by ordinary law. 

As a matter of fact, High Court ruled that the 23 June referendum was only consultative, so that it 

is needed that Members of Parliament and Lords vote in the Parliament to proceed on Brexit,in 

order to respect the basic principles of democratic representation. 

Being a parliamentary democracy, government cannot avoid a vote in the Parliament by simply 

appealing to the Royal prerogative. 

By considering that at the British Parliament about 480 out of 650 members of Parliament and also 

the majority of Lords were in favour of Remain, it would be theoretically possible hat the 

parliamentary vote vetoes Brexit. This would block the exit process from the EU (Labour party was 

countrary to Brexit, but also Conservatives were much divided on the issue, with almost half of 

Conservatives members of Parliament for Remain). 

In an interview with the newspaper "Mirror", the leader of the Labour Party, Jeremy Corbyn, 

announced the four bottom lines of his party to vote for Brexit in Parliament:  

1) UK industry and workers access to 500 million customers in Europe’s single market. 

2) No watering down of EU workplace rights. 

3) EU guarantees on safeguarding consumers and the environment. 

4) Pledges on UK government in picking up the tab for any EU capital investment lost by Brexit 

Failing to do so, Corbyn stated that Labour would vote for Remain, being ready for early general 

elections in Spring 20171. 

But his deputy, Tom Watson, denied that Corbyn’s bottom lines are an official Labour position. 

Prime minister May did not accept this call, but she wrote a letter to “Sunday Telegraph” calling on 

the Conservatives to go beyond the “battles of the past”.  

                                                 
1  Nigel Nelson “Jeremy Corbyn gives Theresa May ultimatum: Agree to Labour's Brexit terms or I'll force election in 

spring” in The Mirror, 5 November 2016 
http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/jeremy-corbyn-gives-theresa-ultimatum-9204393  

http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/jeremy-corbyn-gives-theresa-ultimatum-9204393
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They should focus on getting the most from the opportunities offered by the Brexit by building ties 

with countries outside the EU, such as India. May traveled to India just a few days after writing this 

letter 2. In the letter, May also embraces the free trade arguments of the “hard Brexit” supporters. 

As a matter of fact, British Government has parted between: 

 “soft Brexit” supporters, among them the chancellor of the exchequer, Philip Hammond, who 

would get an agreement with the EU for: 

 Remain in the single market or in selected EU policies (research, European passport, custom 

union) 

 Maintain control over the circulation of EU citizens in the UK, and on other British interests in 

the EU, such as those in the February 2016 agreement.  

 “hard Brexit” supporters, such as the “Three Brexiters”, (Foreign Minister Boris Johnson, Trade 

Minister Liam Fox, and Minister for Brexit, David Davis) who would: 

 A quick and neat UK exit from all EU policies 

 No EU-UK agreement, with all relations being regulated by WTO rules 

 Conclusion of bilateral trade agreements between the UK, and the US, Canada, Australia, 

India, Japan, Saudi Arabia and so on, so as to substitute for single market. This should put 

London at the centre of a global network of trade agreements. 

Until the 3 November ruling, “hard Brexit” supporters were in majority and ruled over the rest 

government, especially on the art.50 TEU notification within March 2017 and eventually Brexit in 

May 2017. The speed was considered important because the British Pound depreciation, started in 

April 2016 when the polls started to predicted the Brexit to lead in June referendum. The 

devaluation strongly affects the British GDP and its growth forecasts. Moreover, as long as the UK 

remains in the EU cannot negotiate trade agreements with third states. 

Supporters of “soft Brexit”, however, clash with the fact that the Commission and EU Member 

States have repeatedly stated that the free movement of citizens and the single market are 

inseparable. This thwarts British demands of possible remaining in the single market. Even the 

possibility of concluding a favorable deal for the UK, in line with the February 2016 agreement, was 

rejected by the President of the Commission, Juncker. 

There was a British Pound recovery following the announcement of the High Court ruling. 

Moreover, the Bank of England reviewed of GDP growth forecast for 2017, which almost doubled 

from 0.8% to 1.4% of GDP. These two events created the impression that the refusal of Brexit by 

Parliament would be the most honorable solution for all, especially for the British economy. The UK 

would respect the democratic principle and the EU would have one less problem. But it would be 

the worst solution for Prime Minister May, and the Conservatives, who would perhaps be forced to 

early general elections in 2017, and may be to pass the buck to a new Labour government for at 

least five years. 

It has to be reminded that Brexit is becoming a complex issue for security and defence as well.  

In Scotland, First Minister, Nicole Sturgeon, is considering a new referendum to stay in the EU or 

at least in the single market, leading to a de facto secession from the UK, which would seriously 

hamper British defence. Nuclear deterrence is based in Scotland, Highlander regiment constitute 

the bulk of British infantry, and becasue of Russian intrusion in the air space, air defence cannot 

work without RAF Eurofighter Typhoon based in RAF Leuchars in Fife and Lossiemouth part of 

Quick Reaction Alert North.  

 

 

                                                 
2  Theresa May “Why I will not allow the British people’s vote for Brexit to be sabotaged” in Sunday Telegraph, 5 

November 2016 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/11/05/why-i-will-not-allow-the-british-peoples-vote-for-brexit-
to-be-s/  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/11/05/why-i-will-not-allow-the-british-peoples-vote-for-brexit-to-be-s/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/11/05/why-i-will-not-allow-the-british-peoples-vote-for-brexit-to-be-s/
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In Northern Ireland, security issues are related to the 1996 agreements, while by following Scottish 

example, Sinn Fein leader, Gerry Adams, has asked that Northern Ireland stay in the single 

market. This may raise again the issue of Northern Ireland, if the request is followed by a request 

for secession from the UK and union with the EIRE, which is a EU Member State.   

In defence issues, The UK keeps on striking bilateral defence agreements in preparation of leaving 

the CSDP. A defence cooperation programme with Sweden was signed on 11 June 2016, just a 

few days before the referendum on Brexit. This programme is based on the existing cooperation by 

identifying 50 initiatives for boosting interoperability. 

Moreover, on 7 October 2016, the UK and Germany, as reported by the "The Times", have 

decided to perform joint exercises and mission deployments. For instance, the new Royal Navy, 

AW159 Wildcat of Leonardo Helicopters will operate from German Navy ships. The UK has 

decided for the rapid single source acquisition of 800 8-wheels armoured vehicles of Rheinmetall 

for the Mechanized Infantry Vehicles (MIV) programme. To tell the truth, this initiative has no 

connection with the intensification of defence ties with Germany, but it is a “stop loss”. Because 

British Pound devaluated by 20% from April to October 2016, and the price in Euro of MIV 

programme would become too expensive.  

Some observers also raised the issue, if the High Court ruling on the Royal prerogative could 

influence Prime Minister authority to deploy military troops without Parliamentary approval. This 

because, the “control, organisation and deployment of armed forces” are part of the Royal 

Prerogative of Prime Minister3. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
Bratislava roadmap is on track. The European Council in December 2016 shall decide on 

European Defence, on DAP and on NATO-UE joint declaration. This European Council will be 

followed by Summit in Malta, and by Rome Summit on 25 March 2017, on the occasion of 60th 

anniversary of Rome Treaty that should take solemn decisions on Brexit.  

For this reason, Prime Minister May presumably forecasted to notify the European Council 

according to Art.50 TEU at Rome Summit. This would allow to start Brexit, being ready for the 

Great Repeal Bill at Queen’s speech in May 2017.  

High Court ruling has blocked all this. Now we shall see if the Supreme Court will pronounce in 

favour of government, in this case the scheduled agenda shall be restarted with the March-May 

2017 events, or if the High Court ruling is confirmed, thus requesting a Parliamentary vote by 

March 2017.  

In case of confirmation of the High Court ruling, negative scenarios may open for Government, 

because the conservative minority, which is in favour of Remain, has already called for the 

resignation of Prime Minister and fro general elections for the summer or autumn 2017. Also some 

Ministers in the Government are discussing the possibility that the Supreme Court confirms the 

sentence, leading to early elections. To discipline the Conservative party, the Minister of Health, 

Jeremy Hunt, said to the Conservative newspaper "Daily Telegraph" that  Prime Minister May 

herself would call fro early general elections if Parliament votes against Brexit, thus making the 

scenario even more complex 4. 

In fact, the British Parliament could reject Brexit in the parliamentary vote by a large majority, 

leading to "a stalemate". But this would solve many problems for the UK and the EU. 

                                                 
3 Ben Riley-Smith, Kate McCann“Brexit court row: Military figures fear right to launch military action without MP approval 

could be undermined by ruling” the Daily Telegraph, 5 November 2016 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/11/05/brexit-court-row-military-figures-fear-right-to-launch-military/  

4 Christopher Hope “PM could call general election if Parliament votes down start of Brexit talks, warns Jeremy Hunt” the 
Daily Telegraph, 7 novembre 2016   

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/11/05/brexit-court-row-military-figures-fear-right-to-launch-military/
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For the British pound and economy the best solution would be to set Brexit aside. In the UK 

finance and promotion of investment are often the national priority. 

 

 



Transatlantic Relation and NATO 
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► The Arctic Ocean occupies a roughly circular basin almost completely surrounded by land, one 

and a half times the size of the European continent. In recent decades, the Arctic ice cap has 

contracted by an area equal to twice the territory of France. The new accessibility of the Arctic 

Ocean feeds issues which involve most of the planet, transcending the simple interests of the 

nations on its coasts. The northward maritime expanses of the Arctic Circle contain approximately 

one-sixth of the known global reserves of crude oil and a third of its natural gas. With time, 

disputes regarding the exploitation of undersea resources and the control of new trade routes may 

evolve into a series of hotly disputed territorial claims. Although Canada, Norway and Russia do 

not agree on issues of the extension of the Eurasian continental shelf, and the United States and 

Canada continue to diverge on the control of maritime traffic, the major regional disputes have in 

general been addressed in an atmosphere marked by a high level of cooperation. The main 

instrument to address and resolve the claims on the control of the Arctic Ocean remains the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which often seems to create more problems 

than it solves. Ratified by all in the region except the United States, UNCLOS assures each State a 

maritime extension area equal to two hundred nautical miles where they may legitimately and 

exclusively exploit any natural resources. National sovereignty may be extended a further one 

hundred and fifty miles where scientific evidence proves that corresponding submerged continental 

platform is the natural extension of the Claimant State. The Russian Federation, Canada and 

Denmark each base their territorial claims on the Lomonosov Ridge on this exception to the 

maritime limits. The Ridge is a two thousand kilometers undersea section of the continental shelf 

section which divides the Arctic into a European and an American part. At stake is the sovereignty 

over the Barents Sea, the Bering Sea, the Sea of Okhotsk as well as the central part of the Arctic 

Ocean. Each of the coastal states is involved in strengthening its military capabilities, albeit 

differently, for use in this very particular theatre. The territorial responsibility of the US Northern 

Command has been enlarged in recent years to encompass almost the entire Arctic Ocean, while 

the Norwegian Operational Command has been repositioned within the Arctic Circle, the Canadian 

government has ordered a major upgrade of its Navy and the Russian Federation has intensified 

its underwater activities, mobilizing their icebreaker units on several occasions and launching 

strategic bombers on missions to just outside the boundaries of Canada and the United States 

 

NATO's northern quadrant, between the Arctic and the Baltic 

The geographical and political framework of the Arctic Ocean is changing more rapidly than 

anticipated even a few years ago because a far greater quantity of methane than previously 

believed possible is being released into the atmosphere as the Siberian tundra progressively 

heats. As a greenhouse gas and global warmer, methane is more than ten times more powerful 

than carbon dioxide, long considered the main culprit. The Arctic is therefore warming much faster 

than the rest of the planet. The maritime expanses created have increased the resource access 

possibilities. The opening of the Northwest Passage, Canadian, and the Northeast Passage, 

claimed by Russia, seem destined to favor the development of new infrastructure centers as well 

as opening up new frontiers to tourism. Also, the opening of a genuine central route through the 

Arctic seems possible within little more than a decade. However, the perennially difficult 

environmental conditions, the collapse of oil prices, the sanctions regime imposed on the Russian 

Federation have brought the Arctic resource exploitation process to a halt. In the long term, the 

potential of the Arctic remains so immense that the international community must pay constant and 

increasing attention to area developments. 
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Diverging national interests appear to expose the entire Arctic region to the risks of old and new 

conflicts. Consensus is strong and widespread regarding the significant impact the shrinking of the 

Arctic ice cap will have on maritime communication routes. In recent years, not surprisingly, the 

Member States of the Arctic Council have prepared various doctrinal definitions of their strategic 

planning in the region. Three lines of action appear to dominate the approach of the United States. 

These relate to the protection of national interests, to the responsible management of Arctic 

environmental issues and the development of regional cooperation. These objectives will be 

achieved through the strengthening of regional infrastructures, an improvement in the collection 

and sharing of information on maritime traffic, a defense of the freedom of navigation and the 

responsible exploitation of local hydrocarbon resources. In the Arctic strategy recently adopted by 

the Danish Government, the routes through the Arctic Ocean, made possible by climate change, 

show the growing importance of a maritime expanse offering a more efficient link between the East 

with the West through a reduction of navigation times and transportation costs. The opening of the 

Arctic should also release maritime traffic from the ever-present threat of piracy typical of the Gulf 

of Aden, the Straits of Malacca and the South China Sea. Implicit in the vision offered by the 

Danish Government is the gradual loss in importance of the Mediterranean basin and, more 

specifically, of the Suez Canal. The Danish Government is of the opinion that the major Asia 

Pacific countries, starting with the People's Republic of China, will play increasingly important role 

in what now seems increasingly defined as a real race for Arctic resources, one destined to draw 

the interest of countries such as Russia, Japan, South Korea, and the People's Republic of China, 

Malaysia and Australia. These are all states with which Denmark, as well as Norway is attempting 

to create important political and commercial partnerships. 

The Bering Strait, the convergence point of three major Arctic routes, looks likely to take an 

unprecedented strategic importance. The People's Republic of China, for example, makes no 

secret of just how worried they are about the American capacity to control, and possibly block, 

traffic through the Strait. On the other hand, the United States fear they will find themselves one 

day facing a form of Russian-Chinese regional cooperation that could lead the two countries to the 

development of a significant maritime interdiction capacity. In other words, the opening of the 

Northern sea routes, and their subsequent connection with commercial traffic crossing the Pacific 

Ocean, could lead to deterioration in the entire strategic framework of the Western Pacific. 

Norway, similar to Denmark, has recognized in its strategic processing the enormous potential for 

economic development offered by the Arctic Ocean. The Arctic represents the Norwegian 

government's most important foreign policy priority. In particular, the Barents Sea is seen almost 

as a province to be developed in accordance with the principles of sustainability typical of the 

European Union. It is therefore not surprising that Norway is their strengthening maritime military 

capabilities in order to be able to immediately and adequately react in defense of their interests. 

Norway has for many years been the second largest exporter of edible marine products, even 

while working to operate with the maximum of respect for the environment. Norwegian interest in 

the protection of an ambient which is the source of one of their most important national resources 

is therefore understandable. 

 

What future for the Arctic Council? 

At the time of the cold war, the Arctic was considered one of the most militarized areas in the 

world, and perhaps the region where a direct confrontation between the two superpowers seemed 

most likely. The last twenty-five years have been characterized by a process of demilitarization 

which has resulted in the exclusion of any military dimension from the Arctic Council.  
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Yet the nature of current international integration does not completely exclude such an eventuality, 

particularly in a period in which relations between Denmark and Norway, on the one hand, and 

Russia, on the other, are far from easy.  

In addition, the delicate interaction between many states, including those geographically far from 

the Arctic such as the People's Republic of China, Japan and South Korea, cannot help but be 

echoed in Arctic strategic balances. The PRC claims that, based solely on its territorial extent and 

its large population, its right to exploit Arctic resources cannot be denied. If this vision is combined 

with the demonstrated attitude in respect of matters relating to the South China Sea, the risk of a 

progressive deterioration of present levels of regional cooperation is anything but unlikely. And this 

while the Russian Federation is gearing itself towards an explicit return to a militarism involving 

unannounced exercises on a grand scale and the reopening of former Soviet military installations 

along the Arctic coast. This reappearance of Russian assertiveness has already resulted in a 

greater cohesion between the military capabilities of other regional actors, as demonstrated by the 

recent stance of the Defense Ministers of the Arctic countries. 

The Arctic Council lacks the necessary tools to manage a strategic framework characterized 

possibly by a high degree of militarization and therefore, within a context which includes the risk of 

a rapid deterioration of regional interaction, the pressure to establish a special regional security 

organization could become stronger. Canadians have always considered the Northwest Passage 

to fall under their national sovereignty, and they now fear losing control over the waters. Denmark 

is particularly concerned by the PRC's growing influence on Greenland. Iceland is attempting to 

carve out a role as important as possible in an international context which tends to ignore it.  

The Norwegians worst nightmare is represented by an ecological catastrophe large enough to 

damage the immense national fishing industry. The new Russian foreign policy is creating 

problems for the Finns. The Russians, for their part, see a major external threat to their national 

security in the advance of NATO into a region always regarded as part of their own sphere of 

influence. 

 

Divergent points of view 

Viewed as a whole, this means that the Arctic represents the convergence of differing points of 

view point on defense security which is progressively diverging to the extent that their evolution 

could result in compromising current processes of regional cooperation. Moreover, even the 

opportunities for the coastal states guaranteed by the resources of the Arctic Ocean appear to vary 

greatly. Norway, the Russian Federation and to a lesser extent Iceland have much to gain from the 

exploitation of the resources of the Arctic Ocean and, therefore, have attempted and continued to 

try to shape the international legal system to their advantage. The United States, Canada and 

Denmark have much less to gain from direct exploitation of these resources, influenced by the 

relatively lower shrinkage rates observed in the Arctic ice cap to the north of the American 

continent. Sweden and Finland, not being coastal states, are not immediately concerned with the 

exploitation of Arctic resources, but they do want to play a role in the governance of the Arctic. In 

view of the above discord, the creation therefore of a regional regulatory system defining their 

respective shares of exploitation does not seem a simple task, given that the short-term interests of 

certain countries contrasts directly with the long-term version of others. 

Each State in the region has therefore turned for support to the international forum closest to their 

own interests. The United States, Norway, Denmark and Iceland, seeking to resolve their security 

defense concerns, are pressurizing NATO to increase its regional involvement. Canada and 

Russia have so far preferred a unilateral approach to issues of the Arctic. Sweden and Finland 

continue to bring regional questions within the context of supranational organizations such as the 
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European Union or the United Nations. In general, the smaller countries have always favored a 

multilateral approach to Arctic issues.  

This has been recently acknowledged with the admittance of several states as observers in the 

Arctic Council, among them Italy. The five coastal states, on the other hand, have always offered 

resistance to any attempt to internationalize the Arctic. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Not even NATO has been spared from the recent and growing attention in the Arctic. The recent 

summit in Warsaw was one of the most important events for the future security of the Arctic.  

The Atlantic Alliance recognized the gap that now separates it from the Russian Federation, 

making it difficult to imagine a future reflecting the levels of cooperation registered in the Arctic 

during the last twenty-five years. In the first place, several Atlantic Alliance government members 

have pledged to send troops to the Baltic region in order to reassure their eastern allies. The Baltic 

States are of course not within the Arctic zone, but the readiness of two Arctic states, the United 

States and Canada, to send troops to the region to discourage the Russian Federation is 

relationship defining. The decision tells us more about the real approach to the Federation than 

any cooperation currently underway in the Arctic. Secondly, Norway has for some time actively 

encouraged NATO to place greater emphasis on the defense of the Arctic, arguing that the 

increased Russian military activity in this region has not been matched by an adequate response 

by the Alliance Atlantic, in particular regarding the maritime dimension. And Canada, after long 

opposing any increase in the responsibilities of NATO in the Arctic regions as being detrimental to 

its national sovereignty, seems to finally have turned a corner. Thirdly, the Warsaw summit has 

highlighted NATO's growing relationship with Finland and Sweden. Following the Ukrainian crisis, 

both countries reported a clear increase in violations of their air and maritime space by the Russian 

armed forces. Indications are that Sweden and Finland are seriously considering their entry into 

NATO. Moreover, the Nordic summit in Washington last May focused on the defense needs of all 

the Nordic countries in the face of Russian actions, and seemed to indicate US support for a 

possible Finnish and Swedish NATO membership. Five of the eight members of the Arctic Council 

are already part of NATO. If the Swedish and Finnish governments were to decide to nominate 

their countries to full membership of the Atlantic Alliance, the Russian Federation could lose much 

of its interest in its stake of the organization. The overall impression made by the current and 

evolving issues is that maintaining Arctic cooperation at the levels of recent years will be difficult. 

Two developments seem plausible out of the current situation. In the first, regional co-operation 

with the Russian Federation will continue mainly on the functional and technical level, while 

political dialogue will be reduced to a minimum. In the second, any regional cooperation with the 

Russian Federation will become impossible, greatly slowing the commercial exploitation of the 

Arctic Ocean. 
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The expansion of ‘Islamic state’ in Libya: the ‘5+5 defence 

initiative’ point of view 
 

As ‘Islamic State’ in Syria and Iraq come under pressure from the international coalition, there are 

increasing expectations that it is attempting to develop its partnerships with Libyan franchise 

affiliates as a ‘fallback’ option. The particular characteristics of the Libyan situation and territory 

and the ‘Islamic State’’s limitations there make this unlikely. ‘Islamic State’ in Libya will still be a 

dangerous threat to 5+5 area.  

Assessing the size of ‘Islamic State’ in Libya is difficult. When the group initially appeared in Libya, 

it was allegedly composed of fewer than 800 fighters; but by January 2016, is assessed that the 

number had grown to between 5,000 and 6,000 fighters1 or, according to other sources, 12,000.2 In 

the complex, the average assessment of the number of ‘Islamic State’ fighters in Libya is roughly 

30 percent of the average assessment of the number of fighters in Syria and Iraq. And this is in a 

country three times the size of Iraq and Syria combined; while the concentration of ‘Islamic State’ 

fighters in Libya is undeniably large, its size in comparison to the size of the organization in Syria 

and Iraq and relative to the enormity of Libya casts doubt on the group’s ability to expand without 

additional fighters and supporters. It is important underline that, at the moment, not only does 

‘Islamic State’ in Libya have significantly fewer fighters than in Syria and Iraq but ‘Islamic State’ in 

Libya controls less territory than in Syria and Iraq (fewer fighters, less territory, not much 

governance, and little revenue). In total, ‘Islamic State’ in Libya may be able to maneuver within 

roughly 4,550 square miles, and it imposes its control – but not complete governance – over 

110,000 people.3 The large territory of Libya, its large stores of weapons, and the lack of a unified 

government have enabled ‘Islamic State’ to move relatively freely around the country. This mobility 

has allowed the group to maintain a presence in both the east and the west of the country, and 

increasingly in the south. ‘Islamic State’ operations are often driven by opportunism and thrive in 

contexts of conflict and state failure. ‘Islamic State’ is remaining and expanding, in its various 

forms, its symbolic and operational presence in Algeria, Libya, Sinai, Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, 

Somalia, Afghanistan, or Egypt and Yemen. It is a result obtained thanks to the threefold technique 

of the ‘marketing–premium branding–franchising’. 

- The first step is based on the ‘marketing’ capability to use the propaganda techniques in order to 

expand the name ‘Islamic State’ and the political message (the Caliphate) through the web and the 

dissemination of high quality videos exalting the ‘Islamic State’ military successes.  

- The second step is the competition with the main jihadi-competitor al-Qaeda and the consequent 

imposition of the ‘premium-brand’ ‘IS/Islamic State’ as the main and most important symbol, on the 

one hand, within the jihadi galaxy and, on the other, as the most important threat for the West and 

for the other Muslims that are not in line with the ‘Islamic State’ agenda.  

- The third step is the ‘franchising’ approach consisting of inclusion of local and external groups 

fighting for local aims and finalities. An increasing number of countries are facing the threat of 

‘Islamic State’-affiliated groups within their own borders: the result is the low-cost expansion of the 

symbol, and of the threat based on local instances, dynamics and connected with the global and 

trans-national approach of ‘Islamic State’.  

                                                 
1  The US Military in Libya, North Africa Risk Consulting, February 9, 2016 
2  Issandr El Amrani, How Much of Libya Does the Islamic State Control, Foreign Policy, February 18, 2016. 

3  The estimated combined populations of Sirte, Harawa, al-Nawfaliyah, and Bin Jawad. 
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The presence of groups that have pledged allegiance to ‘Islamic State’, even if with very-limited 

membership, represents a capacity for ‘Islamic State’ core to direct attacks wherever they exist.  

As long as the message of the Caliphate remains strong, violence will continue to be carried out in 

the name of ‘Islamic State’. In few words, the final result of the particular and structured expansion 

of a phenomenon that is not simply terrorism (because it uses terrorism as technique and not as 

strategy) but an evolution of a phenomenon that is strictly connected with the insurgency dynamics 

(as developed by the ‘5+5 defense Initiative’ international working group and published in the 2015 

document it has classified as ‘New Insurrectional Terrorism – NIT’4). In general, expansion serves 

various strategic purposes for both the ‘Islamic State’’s core and its various affiliates. Without 

expansion, ‘Islamic State’ ceases to exist. In particular, a consensus is emerging that ‘Islamic 

State’ is expanding and attracting members in Libya, in particular from the group Ansar al-Sharia in 

Libya and Tunisian young people (according to open source intelligence estimate, ‘Islamic State’ 

has up to 4/6,000 foreign fighters, many of whom are Tunisian). This attraction is likely due to the 

group's successes and rapid expansion in Libya, while Operation Dignity's slow and grinding 

counterassault has put Ansar al-Sharia in Libya under pressure. 

 

Competition as element of rupture 

The power vacuum in Libya has allowed ‘Islamic State’ to seize territory along the central coast 

and establish its de facto capital in the city of Sirte for the last year; but the race for Sirte is on a 

factor indicating the fragile dynamics and flexibilities of the territorial control capability and the role 

of the tribal dynamics. In the early 2016, Libya's rival militias conquered the city of Derna from 

‘Islamic State’, which had held it since mid-2015. The political negotiations have attempted to 

square the disparate interests of locals, federalists, Islamists and nationalists to establish the 

defeat ‘Islamic State’, as the priority. This common goal has enabled the various groups to 

overlook their severe ideological and tribal divisions. 

But the competition and resulting reciprocal distrust complicates the contrast to ‘Islamic State’. It is 

unclear whether there is any level of coordination between the militias linked with the governments 

(two or three), making confrontation a distinct possibility.5 

Furthermore, the competition appears to mirror jihadist dynamics in Syria and Iraq; while Ansar al-

Sharia's position vis-à-vis ‘Islamic State’ and al-Qaeda is not really clear, an increasing number of 

Web activists advocating for ‘Islamic State’ in Libya have been speaking of the two organizations 

as one and the same, inviting their fighters but arguing that it is time for them to join the caliphate.6 

In particular, analysts previously observed the spread of al-Qaeda affiliates, and affiliates of 

‘Islamic State’ represent a similar kind of threat. The global reach of ‘Islamic State’‟s message, 

however, means that its affiliates have spread much faster and have encouraged intense levels of 

violence along the way. 

 

Further elements of rupture 

Several factors limit ‘Islamic State’‟s expansion in Libya. 

The first is geography. Libya is an enormous country and much of it beyond the littoral is open 

desert. Deserts present violent non-state actors with a paradox:   

 On the one hand, they are relatively navigable and sparsely populated, making territory easy to 

capture. 

                                                 
4  «Sécurisation des frontières de l'espace 5+5: coopération et implications», Chap. 1, CEMRES, Tunis 2015, and 

Claudio Bertolotti, NIT: il ‘Nuovo Terrorismo Insurrezionale’, ISPI Analysis No. 292, December 2015, in 
http://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/analisi292_bertolotti_16.12.2015.pdf. 

5  In Libya, the Race to Defeat the Islamic State Begins, Stratfor Analisys, 26April 2016. 
6  Andrew Engel, The Islamic State's Expansion in Libya, Policy Watch n. 2371, Washington Institute, 2015. 

http://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/analisi292_bertolotti_16.12.2015.pdf
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 On the other, they offer violent actors no refuge and the same characteristics that make territory 

easy to capture make it difficult to hold. 

The second is that Libyans have strong local and tribal affiliations that manifested themselves in 

the uprising against the Qadhafi government in 2011 when they arose. Libya‟s tribes are also 

important, with tribal affiliations influencing politics and violent conflict alike.7 

The third is that Libya’s vacuums and open spaces and its intensely contested landscape leave 

little spaces for ‘Islamic State’; when ‘Islamic State’ has tried to expand beyond Sirte to the east 

and west parts of the country, it has run into areas that are controlled by other groups that rebuff 

‘Islamic State’. 

The fourth factor is represented by the fact that incapacity to control territory and govern 

populations has limited ‘Islamic State’ in Libya‟s independent financial viability also because it is 

not involved in high-volume oil sales. In particular, there are several reasons why ‘Islamic State’ in 

Libya has been unable to exploit Libya‟s hydrocarbons resources:  

- firstly, other powerful groups laid claim to different parts of the sector; 

- secondly, Libya’s oil infrastructure is spread out over a huge area with infrastructural facilities 

(terminals and storage structures) often hundreds of miles from the wellhead.  

 

“Islamic State” in Libya: narrative, and media-propaganda limits 

Shortly after pledging allegiance to al-Baghdadi, ‘Islamic State’ announced through the media the 

creation of three provinces in Libya: Wilayat Barqa (Cyrenaica), Wilayat Tarabulus (Tripolitania), 

and Wilayat Fezzan. These are provinces in name only and ‘Islamic State’ in Libya was 

constrained to a little coastal strip on either side of Sirte that it seemingly no longer controls. What 

we do now is that the presence in the Western Mediterranean was a priority for the ‘Islamic State’ 

leadership. In the September 2015 issue of Dabiq, the ‘Islamic State’”s monthly publication, the 

editors interviewed Abu al-Mughirahal-Qahtani, the leader of ‘Islamic State’‟s so-called provinces  

(wilayat) in Libya. In the interview, al-Qahtani emphasized the importance of ‘Islamic State’’s 

Libyan provinces and recounted the group’s vanquishing of other jihadi organizations there.8 But 

there is also a global struggle narrative by ‘Islamic State’leaders in Syria and Iraq.  

‘Islamic State’primary narrative is that unlike its other jihadi competitors – the most importantly, al-

Qaeda – ‘Islamic State’ ‘walks the walk’: it governs.9 While al-Qaeda is occupied in a permanent 

jihad, ‘Islamic State’ is operating to build the caliphate. But in Libya, it barely governs. Worse, 

contrary to its narrative and propaganda of ‘remain and expand’ (bâqîyawatatamaddad), it has 

begun to lose ground and is withdrawing in the face of counter-offensives from Libyan groups and 

militias that surround it, including other jihadi groups. In the complex, ‘Islamic State’ has left its 

footprints in Benghazi, Sirte, Tripoli, and portions of southern Libya; but now ‘Islamic State’ has lost 

its strongholds in Derna, Benghazi and Sirte. Furthermore, ‘Islamic State’ in Libya is also unable to 

exploit a second central narrative: the Islam’s sectarian divide. ‘Islamic State’ in Syria and Irak 

has framed its fight as a sectarian struggle; in fact, it is fighting to eliminate adherents to Shi`a 

interpretations of Islam. There are no Shi`a in Libya; as consequence, ‘Islamic State’ is unable to 

prey upon sectarian divisions in order to obtain support in Libya. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7  Geoff D. Porter, How Realistic Is Libya as an Islamic State ‘Fallback’?, ISN ETH Zurich, April 2016. 
8  Ibidem. 
9  Laith Alkhouri and Alex Kassirer, Governing the Caliphate: the Islamic State Picture, CTC Sentinel 8:8 (2015).  
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The media front in Barqa and Tripolitania  

‘Islamic State’ media organizations for Barqa and Tripolitania are active in broadcasting ‘soft’ 

activities such as hisba10 and dawa11, in coordination with ‘hard’ security – and violence – related 

content. 

In Barqa and Tripolitania, ‘Islamic State’ has publicized hisba activities with a less coercive 

approach than the policy adopted in Syria and Iraq; such as burning cigarette cartons, destroying 

water pipes used for smoking, destroying ‘polytheistic’ symbols, and persuading Muslims in open-

air markets to leave their commercial and professional activities and join them at the mosque. 

‘Harder’ ‘Islamic State’ activities have included limited public execution, street fighting in Benghazi, 

and gunfights, rocket fire, and guerrilla activities in Aim Mara.  

In addition, ‘Islamic State’ counter-propaganda also singles out the Schwa12, a group of militiamen 

flanking Operation Dignity of General Haftar, who are named after the Sunni tribal ‘awakening’ 

against al-Qaeda in Anbar, Iraq. 

In Tripoli, ‘Islamic State’ has benefited from the relative calm to conduct more relaxed dawa 

activities such as ‘meet and greets’, and distributions of money and clothing. But the most 

immediate threat to Tripoli's calm is that ‘Islamic State’ has claimed credit for a spate of attacks 

targeting foreign symbols (diplomatic security building, Algerian embassy, and Corinthia Hotel). 

 

                                                 
10  Let. ‘religious accountability’. 
11  Let. ‘proselytizing’. 
12  Let. ‘awakening’. 
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South Eastern European is a region that has seen an overall decreasing in military spending in 

recent years, although this main trend had few exceptions. An aggregate figure for the entire 

region can’t be provided, but the countries of South Eastern Europe can be divided into two main 

groups.  

 

In order to make a meaningful analysis, it is necessary to compare the historical series of changing 

in defence spending, identifying a significant time period for the entire region. For this region, the 

best time frame is the period 2008 - 2015. 2008 is indeed for Western economies and for many 

SEE countries, the last year of growth or in some cases the first year of initiation of the economic 

crisis, in many cases representing the peak of economic welfare. At the same time it is also the 

year that has seen a deep deterioration of the regional security, with the Ukrainian energy crisis 

and the Russian - Georgian conflict. 2014 represents, on the other side, the peak of the regional 

instability, with the return of hard security concerns, with the Ukrainian conflict and the 

establishment of US and European sanctions against Russia. This new geopolitical development 

changed the perception of the regional security by SEE countries, but it is still too early to verify 

how it is affecting the military spending in the region, whose official data available until 2015 still 

reflect the decision taken during the previous years.  

 

The compared countries  

For the comparison on SEE military spending we selected the countries in the region that have a 

significance from a military and strategic point of view, choosing a sample of five: Turkey, Bulgaria, 

Romania, Greece and Serbia. Four of them belong to NATO, three also belong to the European 

Union and only one of them, Serbia, is external to both structures.  

Before proceeding with the comparison, we have to select the appropriate index, one that we 

assume is the most relevant for reflecting the countries’ attitude toward defence spending. Among 

many, we give an higher significance to the percentage of defence spending on the total of state 

spending, more than on the country GDP. This index shows the quota reserved to the Defence 

function on the global government expenditure in all sectors. In this way we have an indication to 

understand the political preference of each country for defence matters, devolving greater share of 

the country GDP captured by the Public Administration. It gives many indications: on the perceived 

external threat and how much weight the defence system has got within a given society, as well as 

the support that the society gives to defence spending compared to other state functions. This type 

of comparison compared to the last year available produces the following table. 



South Eastern Europe and Turkey 

Osservatorio Strategico 2016 – Year XVIII issue VI  64 

Table 1: Defence expenditure of a selection of South Eastern Europe countries for the year 2012. 
Percentage of the country Defence budget on total State Expenditure.  
 

Country Defence budget on total State 

Expenditure (2012)  

Turkey 6,7 % 

Serbia 5,3 % 

Bulgaria 4,9% 

Greece 4,3 % 

Romania 3,6 % 

Regional average 4,96%  

European Union 4,2% 

Italy 3,8% 

 

 

First of all, let’s compare the regional average of defence spending with some benchmarks. South 

Eastern Europe countries have an average weight of the defence function on the total public 

spending of about 5%, that is higher of the value of European Union average (4,2%) and more 

than 20% higher of Italy’s value. South Eastern Europe average reflects, however, significant 

differences between the countries. Turkey singles out with a ratio of defence spending on public 

spending 50% higher than the regional average, confirming as the country more willing to invest 

public resources in defence at the expenses of other sector of public spending. Greece, after the 

collapse of its military spending has instead dropped to the penultimate position, but from high pre-

crisis levels (around 6% of public expenditure), remains with a quantitatively significant weight.  

Bulgaria has followed a similar reduction path, but with a less important fall, occupying the third 

place in this ranking, representing an average regional level. Serbia, the only non NATO country of 

this selection, together with Turkey, have higher values than the regional average, while Romania 

remain significantly below the regional values and is the only country of South Eastern Europe with 

a lower level than Italy.  

From an historical point of view over the time period 2008 - 2012 is possible to observe some 

major changes. Turkey, Serbia and Romania have basically left unchanged the budget of the 

defence function on public spending, while Greece and Bulgaria are the two countries that have 

been forced, or in circumstances of economic necessity, have opted to cut military spending in a 

more than proportionally compared to other areas of public spending. This is evidenced in the 

following graphic, which shows how Bulgaria and Greece in 2008 occupied the second and third 

place in importance in military spending on general government spending, while in 2012 they fell to 

the third and fourth place respectively. 
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Graphic n.1. Expenditure for the Defence Function on total public expenditure in the period 2008 – 

2012   

 

 
 

Source: World Bank, SIPRI 

 

The chosen indicator of defence expenditure / on total public expenditure is is one among many, 

but the trend doesn’t really change if we use more traditional benchmarks, like the absolute value 

of defence expenditure and the value of defence expenditure ad percentage of GDP. The following 

four tables show these figures for the four NATO countries of South Eastern Europe. 

 

Table n. 2 Defence Expenditure for Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania and Greece in absolute terms and 

GDP percentage  (Million of dollars, source SIPRI Milex) 

 

Turkey Defence expenditure in 

absolute value 

as GDP percentage Trend 

2009 17057 2,7%  

2010 16712 2,5%  

2011 16875 2,2%  

2012 17244 2,3%  

2013 17626 2,3%  

2014 17770 2,2%  

2015 17669 2,1%  
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Bulgaria Defence expenditure in 

absolute value 

as GDP percentage Trend 

2009 1005 1,9%  

2010 956 1,8%  

2011 810 1,5%  

2012 829 1,5%  

2013 886 1,6%  

2014 836 1,5%  

2015 797 1,3%  

 

Romania Defence expenditure in 

absolute value 

as GDP percentage Trend 

2009 2469 1,3%  

2010 2274 1,2%  

2011 2353 1,3%  

2012 2289 1,2%  

2013 2463 1,3%  

2014 2691 1,4%  

2015 2980 1,4%  

 

Greece Defence expenditure in 

absolute value 

as GDP percentage Trend 

2009 10.913 3,2%  

2010 8387 2,7%  

2011 6752 2,5%  

2012 5972 2,4%  

2013 5577 2,4%  

2014 5531 2,3%  

2015 5083 2.6%  

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

It can be concluded that the defence-spending trend for the leading armed forces of the region 

recorded in 2015 a value of defence spending lower that those of 2009 and, in many cases, lower 

of every yearly budget since 2009. This mean that the decline in defence spending has not U-

turned and proceeded uninterrupted even in the context of a deteriorating security situation around 

the region, with the civil wars in Syria and Ukraine. When the figures for 2016 will be available it 

will be possible to see whether there have been changes as a result of these crisis, and especially 

the Ukrainian one.   

The only different position is that of Romania, that is having today a level of military expenditure for 

the defence lower than that of 2009, but higher than that of the intermediate years. This means that 

the drop in spending has reached its lowest point and started to change its spin recovering the pre-

crisis levels and reaching in 2009 a absolute value 20% higher that that of five years before.  
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The progressive deterioration of the political and military stability in large parts of the Middle East 

region, starting in 2011 with the phenomena often inaccurately described as the "Arab Spring," has 

resulted in a heterogeneous map of the arms race in the region, perpetuating a trend now in place 

since the beginning of the conflict once known as the "war on terror". 

Sounding and repeating several times the alarm of the average increase of regional spending in 

the arms sector mainly was the Israeli government, which emphasizes the open attempt by some 

Arab states to acquire - or independently produce - nuclear weapons, in the intent to determine a 

strategic balance with the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

However partially founded, the Israeli fears are built on a vision of regional strategic assets fully 

functional with its own national interest, underestimating, in this way, some other threat items - for 

example the massive increase in military spending of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates - 

and exaggerating the scope of other, as in the case of judgement on the agreement of the 

countries of the 5 + 1 with Iran that potentially pave the way for a lasting moratorium on nuclear 

proliferation while ensuring stability in the entire region. 

Israel is also high in the world rankings of arms expenditure, ranking in 2015 to 15th place in the 

world, with a total 16.1 billion total dollars allocated to the defence budget. Finally, many analysts 

believe that the Israeli government has never signed the agreements of the Non-Proliferation 

Treaty, having presumably developed its own program for nuclear weapons not declared to the 

international community. 

Leading the ranking of regional countries involved in the arms race, however, is Saudi Arabia, 

which is also confirmed for 2015 the 3rd place in the international ranking (both that of the SIPRI in 

Stockholm that the IISS in London), with an estimated expenditure for 2016 of more than $ 90 

billion, representing approximately 15% of the GDP of the country. 

UAE closely follow, ranking 14th in the international list with a total expenditure that in 2015 

amounted to 22.8 billion dollars, equivalent to 5.7 of the local Gross Domestic Product. 

The regional ranking is then followed in order of importance in military spending by Iraq, Iran, 

Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and then Algeria, Egypt, Bahrain, Morocco, Tunisia, the Yemen, Jordan and 

Lebanon, while the most difficult are the calculations for Syria and Libya, both involved in a bloody 

civil war from 2011. 

Far more significant is the analysis of the data spending in relation to the percentage of GDP. 

According to data released by the World Bank, to lead the regional rankings is Saudi Arabia, with a 

relationship that has now risen to 15%, followed by Oman with 14%, Iraq with 7.7%, Algeria with 

6.2%, the UAE with 5.7%, Israel 5.4%, Jordan with 4.3% and the remaining countries with lower 

share on average to 3%. 

What is interesting to note is the trend in the growth of military spending in the Middle East since 

the late 80s. In 1989, the region spent 70.7 billion dollars at discounted prices to 2016, suffering a 

first significant increase in 1991 - in conjunction with the first Gulf War - and reaching $ 106 billion. 

In the '90s then re-registers a drop in military spending, however, settled at an average of $ 85 

billion total, which returns to significantly increase since 2001 - to coincide with the events of 11 

September - to start well in a unstoppable growth trend that brings spending to 114 billion in 2005, 

142 billion in 2010 and 185 billion in 2015, with the prospect of a further significant increase for the 

five years to come. 
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The reasons for the increase in expenditure and the Gulf paradox 

The figure for military spending in the Middle East region clearly shows some elements. In the first 

place the most substantial increase was recorded in the Persian Gulf region and, particularly, 

within the structure of the Gulf Cooperation Council Countries (GCC).  

This shows how the safety factor always constitutes a particularly sensitive issue for local 

governments, which have in fact invested in cyclically powerful weapons and modernization 

programs in connection with the main regional tense moments (the Gulf crisis in 1991, September 

11, attack on 'Afghanistan, attack on Iraq, etc.). 

The last phase of increase in spending in the Persian Gulf is recorded from 2013, coinciding with 

the start of the Iran-opening process to the international community and regional contextual 

reading of this phenomenon as a threat to their own interests. 

Paradoxically, to the increased spending by GCC countries concerned by the more active regional 

role of Iran, a progressive decline has instead characterized the military expenditures of the Islamic 

Republic, passing from 14.2 billion dollars in 2006 to 9.9 billion in 2015, with a further reduction of 

the spending trend for the five years to come. 

Iran has at the same time drastically reduced - partly as a result of the embargo - their spending on 

buying weapons abroad, now at just over $ 500 million, while at the same time to give strong 

impetus to development of national defence, in which now manages to satisfy most of the demand 

by the operational component, significantly mitigating, thus, the risk of supplies and spare parts 

lack. 

A part of the Persian Gulf countries, by contrast, has no concrete production capacities in this 

sector, having to turn to the international market for even the most simple equipment, such as 

apparel or ammunition, making the logistics chain and security a vulnerable way of supply. 

The increase in expenditure in the Persian Gulf seems, therefore, determined by the perception of 

an existential threat expressed by the Islamic Republic despite this has a spending trend in sharp 

contrast to any military ambition and regional strategic assumptions. Much of Iran's military 

spending is in fact allocated to the payment of wages and the maintenance of the efficiency of an 

outdated aviation, marine and terrestrial technology component, with only a marginal contribution 

to research and development in areas identified as strategically important - in order to maintain a 

deterrent capability - such as the missile, the development of stealth technology and drones. 

 

The decline of North Africa 

Where there is a progressive decline in military spending is the North Africa region, which has 

progressively decreased the spending power throughout the last decade. 

Leading the expense of the countries of the Maghreb and Mashreq countries is Algeria, followed 

by Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia, while no concrete data is available in relation to Libya, from 2011 

plunged into a civil conflict whose solution seems to be still far away. 

Algeria and Egypt are still dominated by elite generated by the military apparatus, consolidated 

over the course of the twentieth century through decolonization first and revolutionary anti-colonial 

experience then, both in Algeria, and in the originally "pan-Arab" Egypt. 

Large part of the local military spending is bound to sustain the high social cost of the military 

apparatus, burdened in both cases by a significant number of employees following a massive 

recruitment policy to combat unemployment on the one hand, and the proliferation of organized 

crime on the other. 

Another important item in the military budget of Algeria and Egypt is that of the defence industry, 

which nevertheless in both countries is organized in a complex industrial matrix often not directly 

connected to the production of armaments but the production of goods and commercial services to 

generate a parallel income, re-confiscated by the military. 
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Another significant component of spending is that of maintaining the efficiency of an average 

obsolete technological apparatus (as in the case of Algeria that Egypt), sometimes supported by 

the military cooperation programs and financial aid for the purchase of arms, guaranteed by allied 

countries (as in the case of large supplies to Egypt from the United States, or of the French 

companies acquired with the financial support of Saudi Arabia). 

Almost all countries of North Africa, affected by the transit of large migration flows in the direction 

of the Mediterranean, have also been the subject to financial and technological support policies for 

programs related to the strengthening of its capacity for monitoring and control of terrestrial and 

marine borders. 

Support policies often do not have brought excellent results due to insufficient technological profile 

or inadequate political support (not being conceived as part of a long-term systemic logic for 

generating virtuous flows of economic growth in the countries concerned). The international 

security cooperation policy with North Africa, therefore, is still largely structured on programs 

intended for the definition of short-term solutions in the management of migration flows, without 

attaching adequate importance to the need to remedy the causes of the phenomenon and, 

therefore, the scope is reduced in intensity along the coasts of North Africa. 

The presence of an extended and articulated civil conflict as the one in Libya, finally, raises the risk 

variable connected to the regional arms trafficking - legal and not - with all that this entails for the 

actual stability of large areas where the spread of weapons read resulted in a profound imbalance 

in the relationship between state authorities and the social structure. 

The illicit economy of the traffic in arms (and industries connected to these) is therefore likely to 

have social consequences in Tunisia, especially in the southern regions affected by the dual 

factors of proximity and the endemic economic backwardness of the area, Algeria and Egypt, the 

overall economic indicators (in both cases) are still alarming. 

 



Sahel and Sub-Saharan Africa 
Marco Massoni 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2016 – Year XVIII issue VI  70 

In the course of 2015 and in early 2016, the military spending in Africa has declined by 5.3 per cent 

to an estimated 37 billion dollars, breaking a consecutive eleven-year trend of significant increases 

in the Continent. Military spending of Sub-Saharan Africa only, thus excluding North Africa, 

reached $19.1 billion, showing since 2014 a decrease of 11%, hitherto still 30 per cent higher than 

in 2006. 

 

Military Expenditures in Africa1 

 

 
 

At present, in Sub-Saharan Africa no arms race is taking place, but the downward trend in military 

spending in recent months is still modest compared to the growth recorded in previous years. What 

is more, African governments are increasingly looking at the arms supply relating to maritime and 

river safety, even with regard to the implementation needs of the 2050 African Integrated Maritime 

Strategy2 of the African Union (AU). 

                                                        
1  Graphics drawn by the author on the basis of the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) data - 

See: https://www.sipri.org/ 
Africa 
 Expenditure in 2015-2016: $37 billion  
 Percentage difference compared to 2014-2015: -5.3% 
 Percentage difference compared to 2006-2015: 68% 
North Africa: 
 Expenditure in 2015-2016: $17,9 billion  
 Percentage difference compared to 2014-2015: -2,1% 
 Percentage difference compared to 2006-2015: 148% 
Sub-Saharan Africa: 
 Expenditure in 2015-2016: $20 billion  
 Percentage difference compared to 2014-2015: -11% 
 Percentage difference compared to 2006-2015: 30% 

2  The 2050 Africa’s Integrated Maritime Strategy (AIMS), adopted by the African Union December the 6th 2012, serves 
as a general platform, so as to address the ambition to integrate the economic, social, environmental and security 
dimensions, in order to enhance the full potential of the Blue Economy for African growth and development. See: 
www.au.int/maritime  
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Among the leading weapons international exporters to Sub-Saharan Africa, above all Russia, 

France and China stand out. While the three largest African importers in the last five years were 

Algeria (30%), Morocco (26%) and Uganda (6.2%), the main buyers of weapons from France have 

been: Nigeria, Ghana, Congo, Gabon and Mozambique. Angola has recorded a drop of 42% in 

military spending, due to diminishing oil revenues, which account for approximately 70% of 

Luanda’s incomes. Between 2014 and 2015, Nigeria’s military spending3 fell by 2.5%, despite the 

enduring military operations against Boko Haram. The continuing conflict in northern Mali came 

justifying the expenditure increase by 66% between 2014 and 2015 and by 85% between 2006 and 

2015. Kenya, which since 2011 has been militarily involved in the African Union Mission in Somalia 

(AMISOM), has augmented its military spending by 22% between 2014 and 2015 and by 47% 

between 2006 and 20154. 

 

Sub-Saharan Africa’s Annual Military Spending in billion USD (1988-2015/16)5 

 

 
 

It is worth noting that a few other African nations have increased their military spending during 

2015 including: the Gambia by $12.5 million with an increase of 380% in the last decade; the 

Republic of Congo (Brazzaville) by $705 million with an increase of 287%; Ghana by $180 million 

with an increase of 227%; Namibia by $554 million with an increase of 200%; Mali, as sketched 

before, by $309 million with an increase of 185%; Zimbabwe by $377 million with an increase of 

184%; Tanzania by $517 million with an increase of 149%; the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(DRC) by $491 million with an increase of 139%; Mozambique by $148 million with an increase of 

130%; Liberia by $13.5 million with an increase of 130%.  

 

                                                        
3  Should it prove to be true a likely embezzlement of military contracts for extra-budgetary operations to the tune of 

over $6 billion between 2007 and 2015, then the actual Abuja military spending would be 30% higher than declared. 
4  United Nations Report on Military Expenditures (UNARM). See: http://www.un-arm.org/Milex/home.aspx and United 

Nations Register of Conventional Arms (UNROCA). See: https://www.unroca.org/ 
5  Graphics drawn by the author on the basis of the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) data - 

See: https://www.sipri.org/ 
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On the contrary, it should be observed that in the last decade a number of African countries have 

significantly reduced their acquisitions of armaments, such as Ethiopia (30%), Sierra Leone (24%), 

and Madagascar (23%)6.  

Let us look at a distinctive case in regards of weapons diversion, where the conflict is still present 

today: the Central African Republic (CAR) that, over the more severe crisis times (2012-2015), 

underwent a near total collapse of its security systems and physical stock management of 

government weapons, causing severe losses from state stockpiles, whose clandestine 

procurement has interested numerous so-called Non-State Actors (NSA) operating across Central 

and Eastern Africa. China, Sudan and Iran have produced the majority of the weapons and 

ammunition so far identified across CAR and directed to both the two main armed factions 

operating in the area (i.e. Séléka and Antibalaka 7 ). Sudan, effectively, in recent years has 

developed its production capacity of mainly ammunition. Yet, the regional diversion mechanisms of 

Chinese and Iranian-made weapons and their transfer through Sudan to the CAR are not entirely 

clear. For example, incidents of unlawful weapons and ammunition seizures also to the damage of 

international peacekeeping forces in Sudan and South Sudan are not uncommon. Often, some 

African States operate a triangulation, buying weapons for themselves, and then redirect them to a 

third country under embargo or to a Non-State Actor. 

 

China 

As to China, 13% export of its military equipment is intended to replenish the African arsenals. 

Beijing has started a clear expansion over Africa and its customers include the largest importers of 

arms of the African continent, such as Algeria, Morocco, Nigeria and Cameroon. In addition, the 

China Poly Group Corporation8, the commercial arm of the Chinese Armed Forces, largely sells 

military equipment to Sudan and Zimbabwe. Last year, however, some anomalies about the final 

recipients of certain commercial transactions have emerged: according to a report of the UN Panel 

of Experts on South Sudan9, in 2014, the largest Chinese weapons producer, the China North 

Industries Corporation (NORINCO)10, seems to have sold weaponries to Sudan for 20 million 

dollars, of which a thousand tons in small arms that, in spite of the embargo, should have in turn 

been sold to South Sudan in full civil war. It is remarkable to emphasize that, at the same time, 

China is actively involved not only with an infantry battalion of 850 peacekeepers serving in the 

United Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) 11 , but also with the difficult international 

negotiations for the peace talks regarding the internal conflict going on in South Sudan. 

 

Nuclear non-proliferation and the Pelindaba Treaty 

As for the nuclear non-proliferation, one has to remember that Africa is a uranium worldwide 

supplier, whose major deposits and reserves are located in the following countries: Central African 

                                                        
6  Ethiopia – military expenditure in 2015 in millions of dollars: $423; percentage decrease of 2006-2015: -30%. Sierra 

Leone – military expenditure in 2015 in millions of dollars: $42.2; percentage decrease of 2006-2015: -24%. 
Madagascar – military expenditure in 2015 in millions of dollars: $61; percentage decrease of 2006-2015: -23%. 

7  During the civil war in the Central African Republic (2012 - 2015) the two sides facing each other were on the one 
hand the so-called local self-defence groups, the Anti-Balaka, or Christian supporters of former President Bozizé in 
exile, mostly found in the south of the country, and on the other hand the former pro-Islamic rebels Séléka, mostly 
present in the centre-north part of the country. 

8  See: www.poly.com/english  
9  See: http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2015/656 - Letter dated 21 August 2015 from the Panel of 

Experts on South Sudan established pursuant to Security Council resolution 2206 (2015) addressed to the President 
of the Security Council (21.08.2015). 

10  See: www.norinco.com and also: http://en.norincogroup.com.cn  
11  See: http://unmiss.unmissions.org/  

http://www.poly.com/english
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2015/656
http://www.norinco.com/
http://en.norincogroup.com.cn/
http://unmiss.unmissions.org/
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Republic (CAR), Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Gabon, Madagascar, Malawi, Namibia, 

Niger, Somalia, South Africa12 and Zimbabwe.  

Yet, Africa is a continent free of nuclear weapons by virtue of the Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone 

Treaty in Africa (NWFZA), also known as the Pelindaba Treaty, which, adopted in 1996 in Cairo 

and entered into force in 2009, had been preceded in 1964 by the Declaration on Denuclearization 

of Africa adopted by the Organization of the African Unity (OAU). The Pelindaba Treaty, whose 

depositary is the President of the African Union Commission, bans the development, manufacture, 

stockpiling, acquisition, testing, possession, control or stationing of nuclear explosive devices in the 

Zone territory of States parties and the dumping of radioactive waste in the African Zone. It also 

prohibits any attack against nuclear installations in the Zone by the parties and requires them to 

maintain the highest standards of physical protection of nuclear material, facilities and equipment, 

which are to be used exclusively for peaceful purposes. 

 

The United Nations Regional Centre for Peace and Disarmament in Africa (UNREC) 

As far as Africa is concerned, it is important to take into consideration at continental level the 

functions carried out by the United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA)13 that was 

created in 2007 as an evolution of the former Centre for Disarmament Affairs (1992-1998). It was 

then framed within the UN Department of Political Affairs, when it became the Department for 

Disarmament Affairs, and then taken on the current name. By statute, UNODA promotes both 

nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation and the strengthening of the disarmament regimes in 

respect to other weapons of mass destruction, and chemical and biological weapons. More 

precisely, limited to Africa, the United Nations Regional Centre for Peace and Disarmament in 

Africa (UNREC)14 is operational. It was established in 1986 by the UN General Assembly in 1986 

in Lomé (Togo), where its headquarters is based, through the Resolution n°40/151 G.UNREC, as a 

UNODA regional branch for the African continent. From a decentralized perspective, UNREC 

offers technical assistance to Member States, to the African Union and to the RECs in terms of 

specific measures about the limitation and control of armaments and by and large to the 

disarmament and defence and security forces reform, in accordance with a sustainable 

management of Peace & Security issues. UNREC, which within the United Nations is the only 

regional entity in Africa specializing in disarmament and non-proliferation, develops its activities 

around four distinct themes: Small Arms and Light Weapons; Conventional Weapons; Mass 

Destruction Weapons; Security Sector Reform (SSR). 

 

The Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) and the regional and continental initiatives 

The uncontrolled proliferation of Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW)15 and the widespread 

presence of landmines still pose a major threat to Sub-Saharan Africa’s national, regional and 

continental security. Besides, it is also worrying that some African States are developing their own 

capacity to produce weapons and ammunitions. Anyway, still only a small percentage of circulating 

arms in Africa is produced on site, while the majority is illicitly introduced. SALW are the main tools 

employed in armed conflicts in Africa, whose persistence is partly attributable to their illegal 

proliferation. As stated by Small Arms Survey16, SALW illegal trade value is about a trillion dollars, 

almost equal to twenty per cent of the entire world trade.  

                                                        
12  South Africa is the only true exporter of weapons from Sub-Saharan Africa. 
13  See: https://www.un.org/disarmament/ 
14  See: http://unrec.org/default/index.php/en/ 
15  Small arms are: revolvers and automatic pistols; rifles and carbines; sub-machine guns; assault rifles; light machine 

guns. Light weapons are: heavy machine guns; hand-held underbarrel and mounted grenade launchers; portable 
anti-tank guns; recoilless rifles; portable anti-tank missile and rocket systems; mortars of calibre less than 75 mm. 

16  See: http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/  

https://www.un.org/disarmament/
http://unrec.org/default/index.php/en/
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/
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According to some downward estimates, over the last fifty years, Africa would have suffered at 

least five million deaths because of SALW. The African Union and the Regional Economic 

Communities (RECs) have promoted several initiatives and adopted a number of protocols over 

the years, in order to stem the spreading of SALW, such as: The Economic Community of West 

African States (ECOWAS) Moratorium on the Importation, Exportation and Manufacture of Small 

Arms and Light Weapons in West Africa, Abuja 1998; the OAU Decision on the Illicit Proliferation, 

Circulation and Trafficking of Small Arms and Light Weapons, Algiers 1999; the Southern African 

Development Community (SADC) Council Decision on the Prevention and Combating of Illicit 

Tracking in Small Arms and Related Crimes, Maputo 1999; the Nairobi Declaration on the Problem 

of the Proliferation of Illicit Small Arms and Light Weapons in the Great Lakes Region and the Horn 

of Africa, Nairobi 2000; the Bamako Declaration on an African Common Position on the Illicit 

Proliferation, Circulation and Trafficking of Small Arms and Light Weapons, Bamako 2000. 

Furthermore, the 2063 African Union Agenda – the continental strategic development plan – has 

conceived the initiative Silencing the Guns, Owning the Future: Realising a Conflict-Free Africa, 

aimed at silencing the weapons for an Africa without conflict by 2020. In detail, the project took 

shape under the Fifth AU High-Level Retreat on the Promotion of Peace, Security and Stability in 

Africa (hereafter Arusha Retreat), whose latest seminar was held in Lusaka (Zambia) November 9, 

2016, resulting in the adoption by the African Union Peace and Security Council (PSC) of the AU 

Master Roadmap on Practical Steps for Silencing the Guns in Africa by 2020. Actually, the seminar 

brought together all fifteen members of the PSC, along with the delegates of the Regional 

Economic Communities and of the Regional Mechanisms for Conflict Prevention, Management and 

Resolution (RECs/RMs), the AU’s Economic, Social and Cultural Council (ECOSOCC) and the civil 

society. On that occasion, the Chairman of the PSC, the Sierra Leonean Osman Kamara, 

highlighted as the conjunction of SALW proliferation, transnational organized crime, illegal 

trafficking in particular in drugs and human trafficking, maritime piracy and climate change are 

persistent threats to any sustainable development in Africa. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
Although in Sub-Saharan Africa is not in place an arms race, however its specific criticalities do 

highlight the difficulty of curbing the phenomenon of the uncontrolled proliferation of small arms 

and light weapons (SALW). Truly, effective arms control depends largely on the ability and 

willingness of each Government to efficiently regulate it at national level, while at the regional and 

continental levels a strengthening of regulations and best practices suggested by the RECs and 

the AU is desirable. Certainly, all of these technical and political stimuli in the direction of 

disarmament must be able to integrate well with the international legislation such as, for instance, 

in the case of the Everything But Arms (EBA)17 initiative and the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT)18. 

                                                        
17  Everything But Arms (EBA) is an initiative of the European Union that came into force in 2001, stipulating that all 

imports from Least Developed Countries (LDCs) have to be duty-free and quota-free except for arms. 
18  The 2013 UN Arms Trade Treaty is a legally binding instrument, aimed at regulating international trade in 

conventional weapons, as well as to prevent and eradicate the illicit trade as well as the diversion. See: https://unoda-
web.s3-accelerate.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/English7.pdf  

 

https://unoda-web.s3-accelerate.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/English7.pdf
https://unoda-web.s3-accelerate.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/English7.pdf
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According to a study by SIPRI (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute) published in 

April 2016, the Russian Federation has reduced Defense spending and is no longer located 

among the top three countries in the world. In fact, in the 2015 SIPRI ranking, Russia is placed 

fourth (with 66.4 billion dollars), while the United States ranks at the first place (596 billion dollars), 

followed by China (215 billion dollars) and Saudi Arabia (84.2 billion dollars). However, in terms of 

percentage of GDP spent on Defense, Russia remains, in top positions. In fact, if the United 

States’ spending is 3.5% of GDP and China’s is 2.1%, Russia’s spending is 4.5% and is third 

following Saudi Arabia (10.4%) and the United Arab Emirates (5.1%). 

The amount of Defense spending considered in 2009 and 2015 national security strategies, and in 

2010 and 2014 Defense doctrines (summarized in the State Armaments Plan 2011-2020) were 

originally oriented on different figures, provided by optimistic forecasts of economic growth. In fact, 

the Defense budget, should have reached 200 billion dollars by 2020, based on 5 trillion dollars of 

estimated GDP. Moreover, in Russia’s view, even military spending would support economic 

growth, according to the belief that the Defense sector is the engine of the national industrial 

production. As summed up by President Putin in a speech delivered in 2012, the overall 

modernization of the armed forces assets should reach 70% by 2020. The armed forces should 

have purchased more than 1,500 new planes and helicopters and about 200 air Defense systems, 

more than 400 intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM), 8 strategic submarines armed with 

ballistic missiles (SLBMs), 20 multipurpose submarines and 50 surface combat ships should have 

been produced. On the list of new acquisitions, were mentioned also: 600 aircrafts (including 

latest generation fighter planes), over 600 attack choppers, 28 anti-aircraft S-400 surface-to-air 

missiles, 38 Vityaz air Defense systems, 10 Iskander-M brigades, more than 2,300 tanks, about 

2,000 guns and self-propelled artillery systems, 17,000 motorized vehicles and 100 military 

satellites. 

As of 2016, the State Armaments Plan 2011-2020 has been accomplished for a third and there 

are still 700 billion dollars to be spent. The current economic situation, however, should call for 

carefulness and does not allow to continue with such an ambitious spending program. According 

to some analysts, the current economic crisis may even reproduce the conditions of massive 

spending on armaments and low oil prices that at the end of the 80s contributed to the economic 

collapse of the Soviet Union (Stephen Blank, Jamestown.org, September 2016). Nevertheless, 

such a view seems to be too pessimistic and it would seem the conditions for a sharp turnaround 

are lacking. Therefore, spending remains high and mainly oriented towards the achievement of 

superiority in technology skills, aviation, establishment of a credible nuclear deterrent, in the ability 

to accurately hit land and sea targets, in the production of ships and nuclear submarines. 

In 2008, when almost similar economic conditions occurred, the Defense budget grew by 26% 

over the previous year, when it already had increased by 28% compared to 2006. Furthermore, in 

2009, at the height of the financial crisis, despite an 8% cut in the 2009-2011 budget, Russia 

spent 1.5 trillion rubles anyway in weapons and scientific research applied to the military field. 

However, in the government some dissonant voices arose. In 2010, Finance Minister Alexei 

Kudrin resigned in sign of protest against the timing of military spending, while in 2014 his 

successor, Anton Siluyanov, recognized that Russia was not able to support the restructuring of 

the military sector. 

Over the past few years, several domestic and international reasons (such as: instability in the 

North Caucasus, the fear of "colored revolutions" imported from abroad, the change of political 

orientation in Ukraine and the crisis in Donbass) supported the Russian leadership decision to 

proceed towards a continuous increase in military spending.  
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Moreover, the ongoing tension with the West (fueled by Russia’s sense of encirclement, isolation 

and spirit of revenge) is particularly evident at the western borders of Russia and in the Middle 

East. 

In addition, regardless of any other consideration, the Defense industry is traditionally considered 

by Russia as a special productive field, even independent from specific operating needs and 

economy growing driver. Especially in a period of tense relations with the West, renewed alliances 

with isolated countries (e.g. Iran) or with expanding economies (India), military exports are an 

important source of revenue for Russia, reaching in 2015 15.5 billion dollars, with new orders 

estimated at 56 billion. 

By the end of 2015, the Minister of Defense, Sergey Shoigu, started to work on a new weapons’ 

program to be completed by 2025, with a 454 billion dollars budget (compared to 300 billion of the 

2011-2020 program). On May 25, 2016 Shoigu disclosed the Military Industrial Complex 

Development Program, whose implementation was entrusted to the Ministry of Industry and 

Trade. In a speech delivered on May 30, 2016, the Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev summarized 

the objectives of the Program in the need to make the supply of Russian arms in the global market 

more competitive through: 1) Defense industrial production with 100% high technology content; 2) 

opening of 929 new production facilities; 3) 40% of production dedicated to innovation; 4) at least 

1300 new technologies for military purpose developed by 2020. 

During 2016, the military Defense budget, however, was reduced by 5%, due to the economic 

situation, and should reach 41 billion dollars, about 4% of GDP. The adaptation follows the trend 

of economic growth, contracted by 3.7% in 2015 and 0.8% in 2016 (IMF data). A modest recovery 

is expected to start from 2017, stimulated by a slight increase in oil prices, but still subject to the 

economic sanctions imposed by the European Union and extended until March 2017. 

 

Defense spending as a share of general revenue 

 
Source: NATO Review Magazine. Russian Ministry of Finance and the Federal Treasury data 

 

In such a context of partial recovery and stimulus for exports (with the possibility of using, if 

necessary, reserve funds), the rearmament program and the exploitation of Russia's military 

industrial sector could reach a significant, though incomplete, fulfillment by 2020. 
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The numbers of the military expenditures of the major countries of the area clearly show that in 

Asia there is a ongoing arms race, with China and India as front runner. However, what it is 

necessary to understand is why this arms race has begun. 

Indeed, the decision taken by the political leadership of a country to carry out a massive 

rearmament is, usually, the effect of a worsening perception of the overall security of the 

environment in which that country is immersed. 

The reasons may be different. The perception of security in the “country A” may worsen due to the 

strengthening of  “country B”, which the “country A” perceives as a threat (this is the case of Japan 

and China). In addition, the perception may deteriorate if the “country A” sees with concern the 

strengthening of “country B”, which is considered a rival for regional hegemony (this is the case of 

India and China). Finally, the perception of the security of the “country A” may deteriorate if the 

hegemonic power ensures a level of security that either is perceived as insufficient or as contrary 

to the national interests of the “country A” (this is the case of relations between China and the US). 

In this sense, the main change that has occurred in Asia is related to the changing Chinese 

perspective of the US presence in the region. 

In a first phase, the Chinese leadership seemed to believe that the Pax Americana guaranteed an 

economic and political order compatible with China’s economic and political ambitions. However, 

becoming China stronger in terms of political and military power, the Chinese authorities have 

begun to change their perception of the American-led regional order. To put it more directly: 

Chinese leaders in Beijing are becoming more and more concerned that the US regional order can 

now undermine the Chinese growth. 

This perception has become even more strong with the Obama administration and its “Pivot to 

Asia”. Indeed, Beijing fears that rather than improving the collective security, the increased military 

presence of the United States in the area, can result in a pure and simple policy of containment 

against Chinese expansionism. 

This means that - as written by Carlo Jean - in a first moment "Beijing was not opposed to the 

American presence, which maintained stability, avoided an arms race in the region and, above all, 

prevented the nucleation of Japan, South Korea and, perhaps, also Indonesia and Australia”. Now 

it seems that Beijing has changed his mind. 

In his book Geopolitics in the Twenty-first Century Jean then writes: “In Eastern Eurasia there is a 

system similar to the European balance of power of the nineteenth century; traditional rivalries and 

the lack of homogeneity of security concepts are similar to those that existed in Europe. It is a 

exasperated bilateralism. The only element of balance is represented by the United States. Without 

them regional conflicts may break out more quickly, preceded by an intense arms race”. 

This means that the ongoing arms race is the consequence of a changed perception of their 

security by the States of the region, and particularly by China, of the American role in the area. 

So, when and why has China changed its perception of the American role in the area? In the 

Eighties, Deng Xiaoping proposed a set of guidelines for China’s foreign policy: “observe calmly, 

secure our position, cope with affairs calmly, hide our capacities and bide our time, be good at 

maintaining a low profile, and never claim leadership.” 

These guidelines have forged Beijing behaviour on the international stage and influenced the 

Chinese relations with Washington. 

If now the behaviour of Beijing is becoming more assertive both at regional and global levels, if 

Beijing now feels it is time to openly take the regional leadership and try to shape a new regional 

order, capable of change the global structure of international relations (it may useful to think at the 



China    

Osservatorio Strategico 2016 – Year XVIII issue VI 78 

role that the Chinese leadership attaches to the Asian International Investment Bank and the Two 

Silk Road Strategy) then it might be fair to say that the Chinese leadership believes that Deng's 

guidelines are no longer valid and that for China it is now time to unveil its strength and openly 

claim a global role. 

In addition, this implies that since the days of Deng Xiaoping the Chinese perception about the US 

role has never changed. Beijing has kept a low profile over the past thirty years when China was 

weak and has worked diligently over the years to strengthen its position, taking what the American 

Pax guaranteed. 

Now that the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party feels that China has reached a sufficient 

level of political, economic and military autonomy, they began to openly challenge the American 

order in the region. 

In brief, maintaining a low profile China has undertake a massive military modernization. Therefore, 

after thirty years of stellar economic growth, now a stronger economic, political and military China 

can challenge the American order in the area, mainly in South China Sea and in East China Sea. 

Consequently, it is possible to say that is this new Chinese assertiveness and its regional 

hegemonic ambitions, kept until now hidden, the real source of the ongoing arms race in the area.  

In this sense, is also the point of view of the US Department of Defense as expressed in the 

Annual Report on Chinese Military Developments: “The long-term, comprehensive modernization 

of the armed forces of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) entered a new phase in 2015 as 

China unveiled sweeping organizational reforms to overhaul the entire military structure. These 

reforms aim to strengthen the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) control over the military, enhance 

the PLA’s ability to conduct joint operations, and improve its ability to fight short-duration, high-

intensity regional conflicts at greater distances from the Chinese mainland. China’s leaders seek 

ways to leverage China’s growing military, diplomatic, and economic clout to advance its ambitions 

to establish regional prominence and expand its international influence” 

This perspective (i.e. a China that has always looked with suspicion at the US role) is useful as it 

allows to explain the massive military modernization process undertaken by China in the last 

decades, when China has doubled its efforts in strengthening its the Naval and Air Forces and 

more generally sustaining massive investments to improve its power-projection capabilities.  

Moreover, according to Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) China is 

“increasingly capable of producing its own advanced weapons and has become less dependent on 

arms imports, which decreased by 25 per cent between 2006–10 and 2011–15. While in the early-

2000s China was by far the largest importer, it dropped to third place in 2011–15. However, China 

remains partly dependent on imports for some key weapons and components, including large 

transport aircraft and helicopters, and engines for aircraft, vehicles and ships”. 

This result has been reached supporting, over a long period, huge investments. Since 2006, in 

fact, Beijing has allocated an average of 2% of GDP, with an annual double-digit growth (averaging 

12.9%). Now, despite the slowdown in economic growth of the country, the Chinese authorities do 

not seem intentioned to proportionately reduce the amount of the funds reserved for the military 

modernization. 
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According to SIPRI, “military spending in Asia and Oceania rose by 5.4 per cent in 2015 and by 64 

per cent between 2006 and 2015, reaching $436 billion in 2015 at current prices and exchange 

rates China had by far the highest military expenditure in the region: an estimated $215 billion, or 

49 per cent of regional spending. This was more than four times that of India, which was the 

region’s second-largest spender. Almost all countries in the region increased their spending 

between 2006 and 2015. However, the level of growth varied widely: Afghanistan, New Zealand 

and Singapore each grew by around 9 per cent compared with China and Indonesia which grew 

132 and 150 per cent, respectively. Only Fiji recorded a significant decrease between 2006 and 

2015 (–23 per cent). Japan’s spending was down by 0.5 per cent over the period. Heightened 

tensions with China over the South China Sea are reflected in substantial growth in military 

expenditure in 2015 by Indonesia (16 per cent), the Philippines (25 per cent) and Viet Nam (7.6 per 

cent). Japan also began to increase spending in 2015 after years of decline, signalling rising threat 

perceptions from both China and North Korea. India’s military spending in 2015 was $51.3 billion, 

an increase of 0.4 per cent. India plans to increase military expenditure by about 8 per cent (in real 

terms) in 2016, partly to fund many large ongoing and planned procurement programmes”. 

Therefore, the perception of the security environment that the actors of the region have is related 

to the ups and down of the relations between Beijing and Washington and in particular to the more 

and more evident ambition of the Chinese leadership to forge a regional sinocentric order that may 

undermine the order created after the Second World War, the so-called Pax Americana. This 

means that the increased US presence in the region with the “Pivot to Asia” policy, instead of 

producing greater security for the entire region, is generation a greater apprehension in Beijing. 

This is the reason why China is investing heavily in its military modernization in order to shape a 

different regional order and prevent that the countries of the region might cement an alliance with 

the US against China. 

The main danger is that Beijing in order to vain the American containment policy may further 

increase its military spending. This will lead the United States and their regional allies to produce a 

new and greater wave of investments in the Defence field. Consequently the more serious and 

ready the American response to the increase of China's military power, the greater may be the 

Chinese rearmament. 
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In conclusion, it is possible to affirm not only that in the region there is an ongoing arms race, due 

to the fact that regional actors now have a different perception of the security of the regional 

environment. There is more. This perception, which is the independent variable that produces the 

arms race, may further deteriorate if the regional actors were to fall into the security dilemma trap, 

namely a perverse mechanism “in which actions by a state intended to heighten its security, such 

as increasing its military strength or making alliances, can lead other states to respond with similar 

measures, producing increased tensions that create conflict, even when no side really desires it”. 

However, the continued and prolonged growth of military expenditure can not last forever. Indeed, 

this arms race may culminate either in an hard confrontation or even in a regional conference for 

disarmament, in both cases the perception of the security environment that regional States have 

will change significantly. But there is also an economic limit: the continuing growth in military 

expenditure may not be compatible with the economic difficulties that many countries, as in the 

case of China, are experiencing.  

This means that is impossible to exclude that a prolonged policy of massive military expenditure 

despite the economic difficulties of the economy, may lead China to the same end of the Soviet 

Union, when the burden of the military machine caused the collapse of the economic machine 

Therefore, if the growth of China's military spending should continue to grow, even in the front of a 

deteriorating economic outlook of its economy, then Beijing could not only lose the arms race, but 

could be forced, if they do not want to emulate the Soviet Union, to scale down its regional and 

global strategic ambitions. 
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It is impossible to deny the existence of an ongoing arms race in South Asia. Much more 

difficult is to understand the causes of this race by virtue of its multiple dimensions. The 

region has in fact froze on a "prisoner's dilemma" equilibrium, in which national military 

developments, although defensive, create more insecurity for others and consequently 

push them to take destabilising decisions. 

Taking India as an observation point, there are four potential scenarios to analyse: 

 The determination with which the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi is trying to raise 

his country’s prestige and military significance; 

 The tightening of tensions along the border with Pakistan and in the South China Sea, 

where the increasingly aggressive positions taken by Islamabad and Beijing would 

inevitably induce anyone to strengthen its military equipment; 

 The economic opportunities deriving from this arms race; 

 The renewed interest in development and expansion of civil nuclear technology. 

While, on the one hand, there are analysts describing South Asia as a region harnessed 

into a new Cold War, there are also those pointing out that the current regional equilibrium 

is even more tangled because of the constant overlapping of economic and military needs. 

Still, the protagonists of this arms race cannot be divided into blocks. On the contrary, they 

are acting autonomously, thus making it more difficult to identify or interpret their priorities 

and their plans.  

Narendra Modi’s military ambitions for India were formalised during a face-to-face meeting 

with US President Barack Obama in January 2015. Harsh Pant, an analyst at the King's 

College in London, estimates a total expenditure of $130 billion to complete the 

modernization of the Indian Army. Pant also reckons that New Delhi would be able to 

absorb this expense over a period of seven years, and emphasises that upgrading Indian 

military capabilities would have two consequences: create enormous economic 

opportunities for the countries interested in supporting India in this process, and generate 

new concerns and tensions along the border. 

Although India has decided to strengthen the army for internal strategic needs, the 

aggressiveness of its historic enemies, Pakistan and China, can't help but feed a vicious 

cycle in which New Delhi tries to become militarily stronger, and Islamabad and Beijing are 

doing likewise to avoid finding themselves, in case of no reaction, in a disadvantaged 

position. Considering also the effects of Chinese assertiveness on other theatres (such as 

the one of the South China Sea), and the consolidation of economic and strategic ties 

between Islamabad and Beijing, it becomes possible for India to justify the strengthening 

of its military position with the urgent need to contain external threats. However, Indian 

military build-up can easily make the same justification available for other Asian nations 

interested in containing India, and further nurture the regional arms race.  

Stopping this vicious circle is difficult. Many analysts agree that official statements may 

prove sufficient to confirm the non-aggressiveness of Asian countries military investments 

and therefore reassure regional countries about the unlikeliness of a military escalation. 

However, considering the great amount on unsettled border disputes and the 

assertiveness Asian countries are showing in protecting their “areas of influence”, it is very 
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hard to believe that an official statement could be enough to avoid a military conflict, 

regardless of the awareness that the latter would be counterproductive for everyone. 

The process of modernization of the Indian Army should be assessed from two other 

perspectives. The first one is linked to the fact that India, despite being since 2012 the 

major importer of weapons in the world, as certified by the Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute (SIPRI), has become more and more interested in cooperating with 

countries available to build in partnership with Indian companies some of the military 

weapons and equipment they are supposed to sell to New Delhi. These partnerships have 

been encouraged to directly contribute to the modernization of Indian national defence 

industry. The second perspective is linked to the significant variety of Indian military 

suppliers. Actually, their variations are a direct consequence of Indian strategic positioning 

in the region. Although, until a few years ago, more than 80 per cent of Indian military 

imports came from Russia (with a portion of these ships, planes, tanks and armaments 

made in India just to comply with the provision of supporting the domestic industry), the 

United States have gradually regained ground in the Indian market, along with Israel and 

Europe. For Italy, for example, India has become the second most important market for 

arms sales.  

These details are hard to interpret. Asking foreign partners to move some of their plants to 

India, the country is indirectly securing a significant technological upgrade to its own 

industries. At the same time, foreign partners can enjoy investing in sectors and industries 

whose productivity can be very high. However, the strengthening on these alliances can 

push other countries in the region to perceive India as a dangerous country.  

Regarding strategic alignments, it is clear how important it is for New Delhi to secure 

modern and technologically advanced imports of military weapons and equipment. Also, 

New Delhi is aware that only some countries can provide them. Still, it is impossible not to 

interpret the rapprochement between India and United States as the inevitable 

consequence of American opening on granting India the chance to use nuclear 

technologies for civilian use. The green light that Washington has granted India has not 

only created new investment opportunities for European companies dealing with nuclear 

technology and uranium suppliers, but it seems it has also somehow forced New Delhi to 

"reward" the United States with significant new military orders ranging from guns to 

submarines. However, it is easy to see how these provisions have further exacerbated the 

arms race in the region. 

This analysis confirms that South Asia is entrapped in a "prisoner's dilemma" from which it 

will be very hard to escape. Although, on the military front, US interests in the region could 

be resized during Donald Trump era, the economic interests that the modernization of the 

Indian army bring into play will make it harder for Washington to step aside. Aware that for 

both India and China the strengthening of the national army is also a matter of prestige, 

the United States, and many other countries with them, could continue to take advantage 

of the economic benefits arising from the current Asian arms race. The hope is that they 

will not end up paying the costs of this risky choice if the current situation will become 

unmanageable.  
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The Asia Pacific is a region characterized by many contradictions. From one side, the whole region 

(with the exception of North Korea) is facing a constant growth in GDP and trade, even if some 

economies (i.e. China) are showing a possible slowdown. From the other side, the apparent lack of 

open conflicts - excluding the constant tensions in the Korean peninsula – seems to forecast a 

future of peace for this vast region. But under the surface of this “calm stability” there are many 

dynamics backed by geopolitical and geostrategic calculations. The geopolitical issues are 

concentrated on many sources of frictions, mainly located around disputed islands, maritime areas 

or uncertain borders; the military issues are related with a general expansion of defence budgets, 

even if there are some differences. If this data is objective (there is a general increase in defence 

expenditure throughout the region) there are different interpretations about this trend. The 

interpretations can be roughly divided as such: some analysts believe that real arms race is 

ongoing, while other, including many governments, minimize this consideration and assume that 

this increase is motivated by other reasons, such as the obsolescence of some technologies or the 

need to develop “search and rescue” capabilities. If we want to understand this trend we should 

analyze the main factors, both internal and external, that are backing this arms race: while 

academics politicians and diplomats are discussing, the defence investments are flourishing.  

This brief analysis will try to reflect on the main “macro” tendencies of this trend in the Asia Pacific, 

to give a comprehensive picture of the current situation: country-by -country analyses or reflections 

about weapons systems are already provided my many other sources, like Jane's SIPRI or the 

Military Balance.  

 

 
 

Picture n. 1: Military expenditure in South East Asia (error in the original picture), source 

https://kyotoreview.org/yav/southeast-asia-arms-race/ 
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Military expenditure in the Asia Pacific: internal factors 

Analysts are divided about the main reasons of the rearmament in the Asia Pacific, even if it is an 

objective trend, as perfectly shown by the picture n.1; but some of the reasons can be also found 

looking inside the single countries, even if the situation in the region is quite diverse. The internal 

reasons that are backing such increase in military expenditure can be summarized as such:  

 Geopolitics: the geopolitics of many states in the Asia Pacific is facing a big shift. Until a few 

years ago, many states in the region were more concentrated on their internal issues such as 

dictatorships, separatism, internal rivalries, local disputes with the neighbors or power struggles 

between internal elites. Due to these internal challenges, the states did not have time or 

energies to project outside their geopolitical ambitions. But today if the states want to do so, 

they need military capabilities more developed than just the simple patrolling of the borders, the 

use of military forces (usually the army) for repression of political dissidents, antiterrorism or 

more “political” roles. Without military capabilities that can go beyond this basic level, it is 

difficult to protect or implement any geopolitical ambition, especially if in the neighbourhood 

there are many other rising powers and competitors who are investing in defence capabilities.   

 Defence and security: for many years the majority of the states of the Asia Pacific limited their 

military capabilities to the land field, heavily investing in the army as a tool to support the local 

dictators or the different “leaders” who were in power. At the same time, investing on the army 

was crucial to face internal separatism and terrorism. But these “low tech” investments were 

enough until the focus of the various governments was more concentrated on internal aspects 

or just the protection against neighbors armed in the same way (mainly land assets). While the 

internal tensions were diminishing, and while new needs were arising (for instance, surveillance 

of maritime spaces, protection of the coasts, search and rescue in the maritime domain) it has 

been not sufficient anymore relying only on land assets. The consequence of this change has 

been a new array of investments in training and acquisition of new (and more modern) military 

capabilities.  

 Politics and nationalism: Many countries in the Asia Pacific rely on their defence sector for 

strengthening their national coherence and the role of the state in their territories: an extreme 

case, for instance, is North Korea. In many states investing in the military is a tool to consolidate 

the state and its institutions. On the other side, when border disputes break out, the public 

opinions are very active in asking their governments to “protect” the national interests or parts of 

disputed lands. This push provides legitimacy for defence investments, especially if directed at 

protecting some disputed spaces (for instance, the islands in the South China Sea). Under a 

political point of view, it would be very difficult for many states to just give up in their open 

disputes. Therefore, defence investments play an important part also in the political arena, 

especially in connection with nationalism.  

 Economy: the economic development of many countries in the Asia Pacific has been very 

beneficial for their GDPs and it has also provided new energies and funds for defence and 

security budgets. Today many states can spend more, buy modern technologies, invest in more 

advanced (and expensive) armaments and defence programs, invest in advanced training for 

their personnel and acquiring capabilities not limited to light weapons and land systems. Due to 

the development of trade and economy, it is also crucial to increase the investment in maritime 

technologies, useful to protect the sea lines of communication: for many states these lines are a 

vital source of well-being and economic opportunities.  

 Geography: the acquisition of new military technologies is urgent especially in South East Asia, 

where the role of the maritime dimension is absolutely prevalent. The needs related with this 

specific domain have forced many states to reform their own navies and to acquire vessels and 
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units able to patrol wider areas of sea, and the related command and control capabilities to 

manage this environment. Some countries are already acquiring submarines, once present in 

just a few fleets in the Asia Pacific.  

 

Military expenditure in the Asia Pacific: external factors 

The main two “external” factors that are influencing the choices of the Asia Pacific are the US and 

China, and their policies to keep or gain hegemony in the region. But many countries in the Asia 

Pacific are particularly worried by China's assertiveness, the development of the People's 

Liberation Army (the armed forces of China) and the tough position that China has in the South 

China Sea. The states have different approaches to face these developments:  one of the most 

peculiar cases in Vietnam, which has heavily invested in submarines, or the Philippines, which 

have decided to begin a much needed reform of their surface assets (mainly acquiring South 

Koreans, American and Indonesian units). Other states are carefully monitoring the evolutions in 

the region, even without facing directly China, like Australia, for instance. The “issue” of North 

Korea is another kind of problem, but its erratic behavior has a  “positive” effect on Japan, which 

can invest more in defence systems saying that they are needed in order to protect from North 

Korean moves (even if they could be also useful against China). The general uncertain 

environment in the Asia Pacific is increasing the level of skepticism in many governments; beside 

cautious diplomatic words, every state is therefore increasing its military expenditure, also to 

appease the public opinion. Finally, the US case is different: after the 2011 speech on the Pacific 

Pivot, the US has decided to ask their allies in the region to increase defence budgets in order not 

to rely only on the US “military umbrella”. Washington is in favour of a strengthening of the 

militaries of its allies, but this kind of initiative means that the states have to increase their defence 

budgets. These external factors should not be underestimated when we are assessing the level of 

defence expenditures in the Asia Pacific.  

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Even if the arms race in the Asia Pacific has been minimized or criticized, the general increase in 

defence expenditure in the region is a trend that cannot be ignored, also because it is influencing 

governments, policies and markets. In the future, more military capabilities will provide wider 

foreign policy options to many states of the region, and, maybe, even some switches in the 

alliances. Today the key sector for defence expenditures are the submarine domain (now a kind of 

status symbol for the states who can afford these costs), surface vessels, especially with a “blue 

water” capability (to project sea power beyond the coasts) and joint capabilities which can enable 

operations across the sea, air and land domain. There is also the need, in many states, to update 

many military technologies that date back to the Cold War years. In sum, it is quite likely that the 

increase of defence expenditure in the Asia Pacific will be a feature also for the next years, with 

significant impacts on both internal and external policies of the regional states.  
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When, from February 2016, the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (Sipri) has 

begun to publish the annual reports and the studies on the commerce of the armaments in the 

world, Latin America has emerged as one of the two regions of the world (together with Africa) 

excluded from the international principal trade roots. No Latin American State appear, in fact, in 

'top-ten' of State exporters of weapons, as there is no record of Latin America in the list of the 

principal importers. Moreover, some Latin American Country does not appear among the principal 

commercial partners of these two categories (exporters and importers), and, if one want to find the 

first Latin-American in the list of the importing principals, he needs to reach the 18a position where 

there is Venezuela. Regarding the ranking of the 100 principal manufacturing companies of 

weapons, the Latin-American subcontinent is represented only by the EMBRAER, Brazilian 

manufacturing company of aircrafts. 

Examining in more careful way the data on the military expenditure of the Latin-American 

governments, it is clear that in reality there have been no decelerations in the last fifteen years. In 

the Centre-American and Caribbean Area the military expenditure, in average, represents (the 

reference is to the 2015 data) the 0,9% of the GDP.  This data, slightly increased in comparison 

with that of 2006, when, in average, only the 0,6% of GDP was spent for military expenditures. 

Likewise, in South America the average figure, always in terms percentages of the GDP, has 

substantially been unchanged during these years: in 2006 it was equal to 1,8% and the same value 

has appeared in the 2015. In this time lapse, there were hardly any exchange rate movements: in 

2009 the average figure has reached the higher point reaching the 2% of average, while both in 

2011 and in 2014 the minimum average of 1 ,7% was reached. 

On the other hand, the data elaborated by the Sipri must be red on the light of the economic 

situation that cross the whole Latin American region. The chronic crisis of Venezuela, that however 

continue to remain the engine of the importations of the weapons of the area, has brought to a fall 

of the orders for the next five years: in the period 2011-2015, despite the strong economic 

recession, Venezuela has kept on buying armaments to comply to the contracts signed in the 

previous five-years period1. The case of Brazil is different: despite the difficult economic period that 

is having, Brasil, however, has sustained, for the period between 2011 and 2015, an increase of 

the importations of the weapons equal to 35% in comparison to the preceding period (2006 -2010). 

In a particular way, the Brazilian government has ordered 5 nuclear submarine in France and 36 

aircrafts Gripen NG from the Swede SAAB AB. In both cases, Brazil has promoted an ample 

program of cooperation between the national military industry and the European (French and 

Swede) those: the idea is develop a national Brazilian high-level technological production thanks to 

the European know-how2. 

If the military expenditure has substantially been unchanged in comparison to the National GDP, in 

terms of absolute value the results are different. The expenditure, in fact (in terms of absolute 

value), drop down: the downturn is equal almost to 3% of GDP in 2015 in comparison to the 

previous year; but, if one considers a wider period, it’s clear, between 2006 and 2015, the 

expenditure for armaments is increased of 33% of GDP.  

 

                                                      
1  A. Fleurant, S. Perlo-Freeman, P.D. Wenzeman, S.T. Wenzeman, Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2015, in 

«SIPRI Fact Sheet», febrary 2016, p. 5.  
2

  
Saab y Brasil firman contrato por el Gripen NG», 17/06/2015 [available on line at http://saab.com/es/region/latin- 
america/sobre-saab/noticias-y-comunicados-de-prensa/news-feed-filtrada/saab-y-brasil-firman-contrato-por-el- 
gripen-ng1/, last access 15/11/2016]; «Brazil launches program to build nuclear submarine in a decade», 1/03/2013 
[available on line at http://www.reuters.com/article/brazil-defense-submarines- idUSL1N0BT5WK20130301, last 
access 15/11/2016]. 
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Disarticulating the sub-regional data, it results evident that the decline of Latin America, recorded 

in 2015, is due to South-American States: these have reduced of 4% the military expenditure, in 

average. 

Also in this case, in comparison to the period 2006-2015, however, an increasing trend of (+27%) 

is recorded. In a different direction, there is the case of Central and Caribbean America, whose 

expenditures reserved to the purchase of military goods is increasing of 3,7% in 2015 in 

comparison to the 2014 data. An increase, that, seen in an wider time perspective (that of 2006 -

2015), reaches the 84%3. The real engine of this area has been Mexico, that has seen an increase 

of the 3,6% of the GDP military expenditures in 2015 in comparison to the previous year. The 

causes lie in the attempt to put a stop to the drug cartels and to the organized crime that are active 

on the Mexican territory. Similarly, the military expenditure in Honduras increased in the last ten 

years of 186%: the Country, in fact, has the highest concentration of homicides of the world, 

according to the data elaborated by the World Bank4. 

There is no doubt that Latin America relatively remains out of the global increase of the 

expenditure for the armaments. Such marginality must be considered on the light of the social 

dimension and that of that economic. From one side, in fact, the expenditures increased whereas 

there are social and criminal problems of great entity (see at the cases of the drug trafficking in 

Mexico or see at the cases of the homicides in Honduras); on the other hand, the economic crisis, 

that some Latin American countries are going through, engraves also in remarkable way on the 

military expenditures. 

Nevertheless, both Russia and China are very actively  on the South-American market 

strengthening already existing partnerships and holdings new strategic alliances5. 

 

                                                      
3  S. Perlo-Freeman, A. Fleurant, P.D. Wenzeman, S.T. Wenzeman, Trends in World Military Expenditure, 2015, in 

«SIPRI Fact Sheet», april 2016, p. 6. 
4  World Bank, Intentional Homicides [available on line at http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5, last 

access 16/11/2016]. 
5  C.E. Hernández, «China y su agresiva política militar para Latinoamérica», in Infodefensa.com, 21/09/2016, 

[available on line at http://www.infodefensa.com/latam/2016/09/21/opinion-china-agresiva-penetracion-campo- 
militar-latinoamerica-caribe.php, last access 16/11/2016]; D. Negroponte, «Russo-Latin American Arms Sales», in 
Americas Quarterly, winter 2015, [available on line at http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/russo-latin- american-
arms-sales, last access 16/11/2016]. 
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The Ukrainian crisis, the instability coming from the Southern Mediterranean and the terrorist 

attacks in France, Belgium and Germany have been a catalyst for defence spending of the 

Member States of the European Union (EU). 

Until 2015, there were two opposing trends in Defence in Europe: on the one hand North and East-

central Europe up-trend in defence budgets and rearmament and. on the other hand, a Western 

Europe downtrend. 

A long-term effect of the crisis in Ukraine is the upward trend in Eastern Europe defence budgets. 

Since April 2014, Poland, the Baltic States, Czech Republic, Romania, Bulgaria, Sweden and 

Finland have begun to rearm and to increase military spending. In 2014, the only exception was 

represented by Slovakia.  

The Paris attacks, Charlie Hebdo in January, and the multiple attacks of 13 November 2015 led to 

an increase in military spending, driven from the security spending. 

In March 2015, Germany decided to increase its defence budget, closely followed by France, 

which then further increased spending in the wake of the Paris attacks of 13 November 2015. 

Following the events of November 2015, there was a general rise in security and defence spending 

in Western Europe. 

The upward trend is now widespread, among the exceptions there is Greece, which for the 

continuation of its economic crisis has a defence budget in constant decline. 

Over the past two years, most EU Member States have increased the defence budget, although 

the NATO target of spending 2% of GDP on defence, remains a trend rather than a credible target. 

Only 4 EU Member States meet the target: Estonia, Greece, Poland and the United Kingdom. 

However, the percentage of the GDP spent on defence is not a measure of military efficiency, 

because among these four States, only the United Kingdom has credible military capabilities, while 

Greece has trouble reaching the minimum military operational standards. As a matter of fact, 

France and Italy, which respectively reached 1.8% and 1.2% of GDP, have  credible military 

capabilities projection. 

The UK has met the target, by reaching 2.07% of GDP, only by adding additional expenditure  

such as Single Intelligence Account (SIA), and nuclear deterrent spending. 2015 SDSR (Strategic 

Defence and Security Review) has established as a target for the UK:  NATO target of 2% of GDP 

for defence budget; 20% of deefnce budget to be devoted to investments in armaments and 

related R&D. A National target is to spend 2.5% of defence budget on R&D, and 1.2% on Science 

and Technology. 

Poland is the Member State more active on defence with budget increase and an armament plan. 

It established by law a target to spend 1.95% of GDP on defence. A Law in May 2015, approved by 

the new Polish PiS conservative government has increased this target to NATO target of 2%, 

leading to a 9.5% increase in defence budget compared to 2015, amounting  35,9 bilions of zloty 

(8,4 billion euro). Poland by law shall spend at least 20% of defence budget on defence 

investments, and 2.5% on military R&D.  

The size is another issue: if Lithuania and Latvia meet the 2% target, their full budget would be just  

be sufficient to acquire and support in all only 3 Eurofighter.1  

To raise military capabilities, a more efficient criteria is the NATO target of 20% of defence budget 

devoted to investments. EU Global Strategy of June 2016 adopted this criteria, rather than 2% 

target. In 2015, only France, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Poland and the UK met this target.  

 

                                                 
1  “Art of More”, in the Financial Times, 16 November 2016 



European Defence Initiatives      

Osservatorio Strategico 2016 – Year XVIII issue VI 89 

Italy is a case of its own, by assessing only the equipment investments of Defence Function budget 

in 2016, the percentage is 15.3%, while it reaches 34.1% by adding the Ministry of Economic 

development funds. In total military expenditure of EU Member States reached about 200 billion 

euro. 

In 2016, the defence expenditure will increase by 8.3% in EU Member States, reaching an  

average of 19.9% in 7 countries of Central and Eastern Europe where the relative increase is 

greater: Czech Rep., Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Slovakia. Hungary will peak 

at 22%, amounting to 1 billion euro. 

South-Eastern Europe (Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia) will 

increase by 9.2% compared to 2015 and in Western Europe (Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, 

Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, United Kingdom and also 

including Switzerland) by 2.7% compared to 2015.2 

The exceptions tot eh rule are: 

 Greece: defence budget dropped from 3.3% of GDP in 2009 to 2.2 in 2014. Though it is still one 

of largest defence budgets in Europe and it i san ideal candidate for a massive plan of cuts as 

required by the EU. 

 Italy: 2016 budget marked a transient increase, compared with a trend towards reduction of 

3.9% from 2011. But reductions are already planned for 2017-2018 

 Finland: in 2016 there was an increase of 8.5% compared to 2015, but the new center-right 

government announced cuts for the current year from 80 to 100 million of dollars. The armed 

forces will have to transfer funds from non-operating to operational units. The downward trend 

could be extended throughout the government mandate until 2019 

  Sweden: defence budgets have a moderate nominal growth.  

In Sweden, however, the trend has changed: the law on the defence policy of 2016-20 opened a 

new season of military spending and arms purchases. The defense budget by 43 billion crowns in 

2016 it will reach 50 in 2020. 

 

France, Germany and Italy 

Until 2015, France had tried to limit the cuts to the defence budget for the negative effects on 

military and industrial capabilities. It appears in the law on defence budget planning (LPM) for the 

2014-19 which bore spending cuts for armaments. 

After the Charlie Hebdo attacks, at the Defence Council of 28 April 2015, President Hollande was 

committed to an increase of 6.1 billion Euros in the LPM update until 2019. 

These resources shall be utilized for the French military operations in Iraq and Africa and to 

replace and support equipment because of rapid wearing on operations. 

After the November 2015 attacks, France has invoked Art. 42.7 of the Treaty on European Union 

(TEU) on mutual assistance. It has allocated new funds to deploy 7,000 soldiers for the territorial 

protection - with a peak of 10,000 troops deployable up to a month - and to mobilize the reserve for 

both territorial protection and to strengthen the cyber-defence. 

Germany pursues the NATO target of 2% of GDP for defence spending, by using the input-output 

method suggested by NATO, or by evaluating the efficiency of military spending by the return in 

military capabilities. After the Paris attacks of November 2015, the Chancellor Merkel has decided 

to increase military spending by 6.2% by 2019, or additional 8 billion Euro in the next five years for 

the reform and expansion of the armed forces . 

 

                                                 
2 “Defence Budgets and Cooperation in Europe: Trends and Investments” Istituto Affari Internazionali, IRIS, SWP, 

Eliamep, PISM, RUSI, no. 2 July 2016. Cfr.: Tom Kington  “Russian Aggression Drives Increase in European Defense 
Spending”in Defense news 18 February 2016 
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In March 2016, Germany Ministry of economy and finance has released the budget forecast to 

2020 (table 1) 

 

 

 
 

Compared to the previous planning, there will be an increase of at least 10.2 billion Euro between 

2016 and 2020, which will be used mainly to modernize weapons. In any case, Germany will 

dedicate, like Italy, a percentage of about 1.2% of the GDP to the defence budget, well below the 

2% target. But this target would boost German defence budget to about 60 billion euro, almost 

double of that of France. 

For Germany, the 1.2% is not sufficient to reach a projection capability. In contrast in Italy, which 

traditionally has very low defence budgets, the armed forces have a much higher level of 

performance and projection capability, comparable to the French or the British, and, for some 

assets, even higher than the UK, which currently has no aircraft carriers, while Italy has two. 

In Italy, additional funding has been allocated to the "security package" of 235 million euro, of 

which 150 million euro for the Cyber-security.3 

In 2016 there was a moderate increase in defence function budget from 13.19 billion euros in 2015 

to 13.36 in 2016. But this peak is just temporary, because it was more than 14 billion in 2014 and 

12.92 were planned in the 2016 detailed budget (before the increase). This will reduce to less than 

13 billion from 2017: 12.81 in 2017 and 12.71 in 2018 (Table 2). The additional funds are one-off 

and it adds to them a fund of defence real estate of 300 million euro,  which cannot be utilized. 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Art.1 comma 969 della Legge di Stabilità 2016, legge 28 dicembre 2015, n. 208 
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Just before the "security package", investments for 2016 were to fall by 17.7% to 1.95 billion euro, 

but they were increased to 2.18. From 2017, investments will fall below 2 billion to 1.93 billion euro. 

Despite the additional funds from the Ministry for economic development, many planned weapons 

programs remain in "programming reserve" without funding. 

In general, in the Member States the additional funds for security have gone to fund: 

 asymmetric threats such as cyber-security and cyber-defence 

 additional purchase of conventional weapons not otherwise funded 

 additional funds to deploy troops nationally or abroad 

On the contrary, in the UK, SIA funds dedicated to intelligence, the Joint Security Fund (JSF), 

Conflict, Security and Stability Fund and the funds for Counter-terrorism and cyber-security were 

incorporated into the defence budget. 

In the Euro-zone, the major obstacle to the increase in military spending is the Stability Pact. 

Several Member States, including France and Italy, have asked for an exemption, but other 

countries, especially Germany, which, moreover, even enjoys a budget surplus, and the 

Netherlands insist on austerity, although benefiting from the commitment of others in military and 

humanitarian operations. 

After the attacks of November 2015, on France's request, the European Commission has 

exempted from the Stability Pact the increase in security spending in the EU Members States to 

deal with the war on terrorism. 

 

Equipment plans and R&D 

Spending plans for long-term weapons acquisition, support and related R&D were approved in  

almost all Member States. The UK has the traditional Equipment Plan, France, Germany and Italy 

have provided detailed investment funds for the modernization of armaments in the medium term 

planning of the defence budget (I.e.: LPM for France, Multi-annual Planning Document - DPP for 

Italy ). 

In the UK, the SDSR in November 2015 launched the "Joint Force 2025" with a 178 billion pound 

spending forecast in 10 years for the Defence Equipment Plan, compared to the 2015-2025 plan 

which provided 166 billion. The British ministry of defence planned to create 25 billion pounds of 

 3.221   2.373   2.176   1.926   1.928  

14.477 
13.186 13.360 12.819 12.724 

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Table 2  
Defence Function budget of Italy 

(data in million euro) 
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savings and reallocation of funds to devote to the Defence Equipment plan. But about 13 million 

pounds may be missing, while the Brexit can only worsen the situation. Among the programs: two 

Queen Elizabeth class aircraft carriers, F-35B fighter and the Eurofighter Typhoon, the A400M 

transport aircraft, Complex Weapons, Type 26 and 31 frigates, Astute class submarines and Scout 

and Warrior armored vehicles. 

In addition, the British Minister of Defence, Fallon, has announced a special fund of 800 million 

pounds, the Defence Innovation Fund for technological innovation and R&D in specific areas. 

Poland launched in December 2012 a plan of technical modernization (PMT) from 2013 to 2022, 

on the basis of the armed forces development program 2013-2022. PMT amounts to 130 billion 

zloty (32.5 billion euro) of which 70% will be spent in priority weapons programs: transport aircraft, 

trainer M-346, multi-role helicopters, artillery and armored vehicles modernization, missiles etc.  

The PMT will replace the Soviet-era weapons that account for 60% of the inventory: by 2022 it will 

be replaced 80% of the inventory. 

In April 2016, the Polish Minister of Defence Macierewicz said that the previous government has 

underestimated the total cost of the PMT. This by also considering the support and spare parts 

shall reach 235 billion zlotys. Minister Macierewicz has ensured that the funds will be covered, in 

the new forecast 2017-2022, which will allocated 102.1 billion zlotys for the PMT and in any case 

the defence ministry has many unspent funds that may be reinvested. 

Poland also has a plan to modernize the Navy until 2030 with naval programs and helicopters. 

The Polish Government has recently canceled the multi-role helicopter program assigned to 

Airbus, and it is reviewing the air defence program for which the Patriot was selected, and also the 

SSK submarine program, which the government would equip with cruise missiles. 

Like Poland, also Bulgaria, Czech Rep. and Slovakia have modernization plans so as to replace 

Soviet-era weapons  and reduce dependence on Russia. 

The Czech Rep. announced in November 2015 a plan for armed forces and reserve, because the 

government was concerned by both the Ukrainian crisis and by the migrants who crossed its 

borders through the “Balkan route”, which is now closed. 

Slovakia shall purchase 9 UH-60 Black Hawk helicopters to replace the Russian M-17. 

In Scandinavia, despite the cuts announced, Finland will increase the funds for armaments 

acquisitions from 417 million euro in 2015 to 545 in 2016, or 18.9% of the defence budget. 

The Finnish armed forces requested funds for the HX program announced in November 2015 to 

replace the A / F-18 fighter. 

The Swedish defence policy 2016-2020 provides for the acquisition of fighters, tanks, armored 

vehicles, mine sweepers, transport ships for the reserve and anti-ship missiles. In addition, 2 

Gävle-class corvettes shall be updated for anti-submarine warfare. It is also required to acquire 10 

additional Gripen E fighters, and a 3rd submarine to be equipped with cruise missiles. 

It is a different case for Germany, where the equipment modernization is due to the lack of 

projection capacity or operational efficiency of armed forces. For example, none of the naval 

aviation helicopters is currently operational. An independent report published in October 2015 

identified delays and inefficiencies in 9 major weapons programs. Germany has therefore launched 

an "Agenda of armaments" (Agenda Rüstung) and in January 2016, they were announced 130 

billion euro to be invested in procurement by 2030, an increase of 50 billion compared to the plans. 

These funds shall be found. 

There is an increase also in CSDP. The Preparatory Action of 25 million euro per year (2017-2019) 

has been authorized for 2017 by the European Parliament on 28 September 2016. The 9th 

framework programme for research should include defence funds (EDRP) amounting to a total of 

3.5 billion euro in 7 years (2021-2027). The funding shall be approved by Member States.  
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Far from continuing in that disarmament process that has characterized the last twenty-five years 

of strategic interaction between the United States and the Russian Federation, the West seems 

progressively engaged in a triple arms race. High power lasers, killer satellites, and ever 

increasingly sophisticated jammers are doing of the outer space a new battlefield. In recent years, 

the alarm about the potential vulnerability of US satellites, now at the base of the US military 

power, is growing. No more exclusive domain of the United States and the Soviet Union, the outer 

space has become accessible to a growing number of nations and private companies, and this is 

source of considerable concern, both for Americans and Russian strategic planners. As lately 

reported in various official documents by the Department of Defense, the United States should 

increase its military involvement in the outer space, mostly to protect its communication network. 

According to other schools of thought, the United State should instead show restraint, because the 

US military system is already in possession of outer space offensive capabilities unknown eve t 

countries like the Russian Federation and the People's Republic of China. 

Many countries have spent huge resources to develop military systems so to increase their 

influence on the international stage. In recent times, these ambitions can be fulfill thorough the 

much less expensive development of cyber capabilities. The cyber-attacks typical of the last years 

are the most open symptom of a digital arms race often described as frantic and unsettling. The 

concerns about cyber warfare are so deep and widespread to suggest to the United States and the 

People's Republic China the drafting of an agreement to limit a particular type of cyber-attack, 

namely the theft of business information. In addition to the United States and to the People's 

Republic of China, countries like Pakistan and India have accumulated large cyber capabilities. 

Some other countries, such as Estonia, are at the forefront in the development and implementation 

of counter cyber systems, while Denmark and the Netherlands appear to have achieved 

considerable cyber offensive capabilities. At the moment, it seems that at least thirty countries 

have military units formally dedicated to the achievements of offensive cyber operations. Not by 

chance, the Atlantic Alliance has lately reconfigured its mission to address also this threat. 

Finally, the United States and the Russian Federation are now actively pursuing an important 

process of modernization of their nuclear arsenals. In the next three decades, the United States 

will spend at least a trillion dollars to develop new versions of nuclear bombs, bombers, missiles 

and strategic submarines. Meanwhile, the Obama administration has ordered the upgrade of about 

four hundreds sub strategic nuclear bombs. In a series of developments preceding the outbreak of 

the crisis in Ukraine, the United States and the Russian Federation have canceled or undermined a 

disarmament treaty after another. Not only the Russian Federation is working on the modernization 

of its nuclear arsenal, but, at times, has leaked prospects little reassuring, such as the possibility of 

stationing new nuclear weapons in Crimea. In the meantime, the United States is ready to deploy 

in Europe their first nuclear "smart bomb". The logic that seems to drive the approach of the 

Obama administration on these matters can be summarized as follows: given that already for some 

years the Russian Federation has violated the Treaty on Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF), 

the United States might react by deciding the deployment new ground-launched medium range 

cruise missiles in Europe. 

All over Europe, the whole issue regarding the nowadays status of the INF is judged very critically. 

The discomfort with which the Allied governments look to the whole issue is clear. Although none 

of the European intelligence services is characterized by a higher capability for what concerns this 

kind of strategic surveillance than the US Intelligence, no Allied government wants to define its 

position in this matter relying exclusively on the statements by the United States.  
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In addition, several members of the NATO Nuclear Planning Group seem believing that the current 

restructuring of the Russian Federation weapon systems does not violate any treaty. Nevertheless, 

the Obama administration is under the enormous pressure of a Congress believing that it has 

already conceded too much to the Russian Federation while it is too early to guess the policy to 

this regard of the Trump administration. On the other hand, also the Russian Federation, recently 

questioned the INF, mainly because of the enlargement of NATO to the East. However, European 

observers are more inclined than their American counterpart to read Russian exhibition of military 

force as a sign of weakness. Unlike what happened during the Cold War, the Russians do not now 

have a real dominance in conventional weapons. As a result, the Russian Federation, as NATO at 

that time, is increasingly relying on nuclear deterrence. For many European politicians, the 

prospect of new nuclear arms is a political nightmare. A large majority of Germans do not want 

nuclear weapons in Europe, including the B61-12. 
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Acronyms list 

 

 

 

Brexit: British Exit from the European Union  

CETA: Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement 

CSDP: Common Security and Defence Policy 

DAP: European Defence Action Plan 

EDA: European Defence Agency 

ETIAS: European Travel Information and Authorisation System 

EU: European Union  

ISTAR: Intelligence, Surveillance, Target Acquisition, Reconnaissance  

LPM: Loi de Programmation Militaire, law on medium term defence budget planning 

NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organisation  

PMT: Polish Military Technical Modernisation plan 

R&D: Research and Development 

SIA: Single Intelligence Account  

TEU: Treaty on the European Union 

TUE: Treaty on the European Union 

UAV: Unmanned Aerial Vehicle 
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