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The new tensions in the Gulf. A test bed of Europe-US relations 

 

The last weeks were marked by new tensions in the Gulf region and a parallel 
deterioration of US-Iran relations. Relations with regional powers are the field where the 
current administration more clearly abandoned the lines of the Obama period.               
The criticism of the 2015 nuclear deal with Teheran (JCPOA - Joint Comprehensive Plan 
Of Action) was one of Donald Trump’s battle horse during the 2016 electoral campaign1, 
remaining pivotal until the US withdrawal from the agreement (May 8, 2018) and the re-
introduction of the previously suspended economic sanctions (November 5, 2018)2. This 
decision was resented by the European Union (which was one of the promoters of JCPOA 
and is one of its main supporters), by several of member states, by Russia and China, 
which are parties in the agreement too. The adoption of secondary sanctions against third 
parties trading with Iran is another source of tension, together with the trade divergencies 
existing between the two shores of the Atlantic. On the background, there are the doubts 
of some countries on the pro-Saudi posture of the US administration, a posture that – in 
the past months – has also led to clashes between the President and Congress. 

In this perspective, Saudi-Iranian rivalry deeply affects transatlantic relations.         
The Gulf is pivotal for European energy security, not only for import (in 2017, import from 
Saudi Arabia were 6.6% of EU total while Russia accounted for 30.3, Norway for 11.4, Iraq 
for 8.2, and Kazakhstan for 7.43) but also for the impact of a regional crisis on prices.           
The Gulf Arab monarchies are also important trading partners. The GCC countries – 
Bahrein, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates – accounts for 
one fifth on the European export (some 100 billion euro in 2017) while the EU is in its turn 
the main trading partner of the GCC, with trade accounting for 144 billion euro in 2017, i.e. 
15% of GCC total4. The JCPOA had a positive effect on relations with Iran too, promoting 
an increase of energy imports and a revival of trade and investment5. However, the events 
of 2018 negatively affected this scenario. Already before the re-introduction of US 
sanctions, international oil companies started leaving Iran, while export of crude and 
condensate dropped abruptly from 2.5 mb/d in 2017 to 1.0 mb/d in November 2018 and 
1.5 mb/d in February 2019, despite the temporary exemption from secondary sanctions 
that the US accorded to China, India, South Korea, Japan, Turkey, Greece and Italy6.  

There are also other fault lines. The most dynamic economies of the Arabian 
Peninsula such as Qatar and the UAE have ambitions of regional hegemony.                
The embargo placed on Doha (June 2017), the gradual decline of the GCC, and Qatar 
decision to leave OPEC (December 2018) are clear signs of this. Saudi dynamism – 

                                                           
1  https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump_presidential_campaign,_2016/Iran. 
2  https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/programs/pages/iran.aspx. 
3  https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/infographs/energy/bloc-2c.html. 
4  D.M. Tenti, Europe and the Gulf, “About Energy”, April 1, 2019, https://www.aboutenergy.com/en_IT/topics/europe-

golf. shtml. 
5  See, e.g., C. Adebahr, Europe and Iran: The Economic and Commercial Dimensions of a Strained Relationship, IAI 

Paper 18/24, Istituto Affari Internazionali, Rome, December 2018. 
6  D.R. Jalilvand, Back to Square One? Iranian Energy after the Re-Imposition of US Sanctions, Oxford Energy 

Comment, Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, Oxford, March 2019. 

https://www.aboutenergy.com/en_IT/topics/europe-golf
https://www.aboutenergy.com/en_IT/topics/europe-golf
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emphasized by the ascendency of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman and the 
strengthening of its ties with the US – is frown by the other monarchies, while the volatility 
of oil prices poses them the challenge of a potentially difficult economic diversification.           
In Bahrein, socio-confessional cleavages fuel tensions between the Sunni leadership and 
the Shia majority. A similar cleavage supports – in a tangled mix of regional and ethno-
political rivalries – the war in Yemen. Finally, at global level, Russia and China are 
exploiting the US disengagement from the region, started by Barack Obama and 
apparently followed by the present administration, to enhance their influence (China also 
though the development of the “Belt and Road Initiative”, whose opportunities are openly 
coveted by several Western Indian Ocean countries7), in a process that makes the whole 
picture even more complex. 

Washington’s strategy to cope with this often unexpectedly evolving scenario sounds 
like a back to the past. Tighter ties with Saudi Arabia, started after Donald Trump’s visit in 
Riyadh in May 2017, are – together with a rapprochement to Israel to oppose the 
“coldness” of the Obama age – a pillar of this strategy. Despite the project announced 
during Trump’s visit to give birth to a “Arab NATO” seem quite far from its realization due 
to Turkey’s estrangement, relations between Washington and Riyadh have evolved, 
raising fears in part of the Congress and in several European countries. In October 2018, 
the disappearance of journalist Jamal Khashoggi (in which the CIA pointed out a possible 
Saudi involvement) opened a full-fledged rift between Capitol Hill and the White House.        
In November and December 2018, the Republican-led Senate passed two bipartisan 
resolutions, the first one asking the President to terminate US support to the Saudi-led 
military campaign in Yemen, the second one stating that the Senate itself “believes Crown 
Prince Mohammad bin Salman is responsible for the murder of Jamal Khashoggi”8. In the 
first months of 2019, it passed a new resolution asking to terminate US support to the 
military campaign in Yemen (resolution that the President vetoed on April 16)9 and two 
others opposing the transfer of defence articles and services to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
as well as to France, Spain, Britain and Italy (resolutions that the President vetoed on July 
24)10. 

This tug-of-war will probably be a long one. According to the White House, supporting 
Riyadh means containing an Iranian threat made global (in President Trump’s opinion) by 
Hillary Clinton’s and Barack Obama’s untimely openings11. On May 24, 2019, for example, 
approving a transfer of weapons to Saudi Arabia, UAE and Jordan that the Congress 
                                                           
7  J. Fulton, The Gulf between the Indo-Pacific and the Belt and Road Initiative, “Rising Powers Quarterly”, vol. 3 

(2018), no. 2, pp. 175-193. 
8  See, Osservatorio Strategico [CeMiSS], vol. 20 (2018), no. 3, pp. 53-54. 
9  S.J.Res.7 - A joint resolution to direct the removal of United States Armed Forces from hostilities in the Republic of 

Yemen that have not been authorized by Congress, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-joint-
resolution/7. 

10  S.J.Res.36 - A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval of the proposed transfer to the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the Kingdom of Spain, and the Italian 
Republic of certain defense articles and services, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-joint-
resolution/36; S.J.Res.37 - A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval of the proposed export to the 
United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and the Republic of France of 
certain defense articles and services, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-joint-resolution/37; 
S.J.Res.38 - A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval of the proposed export to the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland of certain defense articles and services , 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/ 116th-congress/senate-joint-resolution/38. 

11 https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump_presidential_campaign,_2016/Iran. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/
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would have later put under scrutiny, State Secretary Mike Pompeo defined the rising 
tensions with Iran as a matter of national security, remarking that «[Iranian] activity poses 
a fundamental threat to the stability of the Middle East and to American security at home 
and abroad» and that – while following the proper procedures – the transfer should have 
«occur[ed] as quickly as possible in order to deter further Iranian adventurism in the Gulf 
and throughout the Middle East»12. President Trump used the same rhetoric in vetoing the 
above-mentioned Congress resolutions, a move aimed at defending US «global 
competitivity» but also at not damaging the country’s «important relationship» and «the 
credibility of the United States as a reliable partner by signalling that we are willing to 
abandon our partners and allies at the very moment when threats to them are 
increasing»13. 

The distance from the European position is evident. On this side of the Atlantic, the 
“affaire Khashoggi” deeply affected both the public opinion and the official attitude of 
different countries. Coupled with the opposition to the war in Yemen and with the fear for 
its humanitarian impact, the event led several governments to stop their military transfers 
to Riyadh and – in some cases – to ban Saudi officials supposedly involved in Khashoggi’s 
disappearance from entering their territory. However, things are not always clear. While 
some countries adopted more or less rigid measures against Riyad (The Netherlands, 
Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Greece), the Kingdom’s most important military 
suppliers (Spain, France, Great Britain and Italy) opted for a lower profile, de facto 
continuing to honour their contracts14, although this choice sometimes led to tensions, as 
happened in mid-May, when the Saudi cargo Bahri Yanbu stopped to load shipment in 
Genoa. At EU level too, the announced will to find a common position toward Riyadh did 
not materialize into concrete moves. Beyond the stalemate that affects European 
institutions after the elections of May 23-26, the choice that some countries did to stop 
their military supplies to Riyadh is impacting on the whole production chain and leading to 
tensions among partners. For example, the moratorium on weapons sales that Germany 
adopted in late October 2018 and renewed in March 2019 until the end of September, 
                                                           
12  Trump approves $8bn Saudi weapons sale over Iran tensions, “BBC News”, May, 25, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/ 

news/world-us-canada-48404923; a partial list of the articles and services included in the twenty-two supply 
packages announced by Pompeo is in P. Zengerle, Defying Congress, Trump sets $8 billion-plus in weapons sales to 
Saudi Arabia, UAE, “Reuters”, May 24, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-saudi-arms/defying-congress-
trump-sets-8-billion-plus-in-weapons-sales-to-saudi-arabia-uae-idUSKCN1SU25R; few weeks earlier, media 
emphasized the feebleness of US-Saudi military interchange despite the agreements signed by Donald Trump during 
his visit in Riyadh; see, e.g., D. Flatley - G. Carey, Saudi Arms Deal Languishes as a Rebuke of Trump and the 
Kingdom, “Bloomberg”, April 24, 2019, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-04-24/saudi-arms-deal-
languishes-as-a-rebuke-of-trump-and-the-kingdom. 

13  https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump:_Vetoed_legislation; at the same Internet page, the links to the full statements 
accompanying presidential vetoes can be found. 

14  A. Tidey, Jamal Khashoggi: EU divided over arms sales to Saudi Arabia six months after murder, “Euronews”, April 2, 
2019, https://www.euronews.com/2019/04/02/jamal-khashoggi-eu-divided-over-arms-sales-to-saudi-arabia-six-
months-after-murder. However, the London Court of Appeal (Civil Division) recently ruled out the legitimacy of 
licences issued to export weapons and military equipment to Saudi Arabia for a possible use in Yemen, setting thus a 
precedent that could affect not only the future British position but also the same EU attitude. On this issue see, e.g., 
K. Beckerle - D. Minogue, U.K. Court Nixes Saudi Arms Sales – What it Means for the US and Other EU Countries, 
“Just Security”, June 24, 2019, https://www.justsecurity.org/64664/u-k-court-nixes-saudi-arms-sales-what-it-means-
for-the-us-and-other-eu-countries, and G. Maletta, Legal challenges to EU member states’ arms exports to Saudi 
Arabia: Current status and potential implications, SIPRI - Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 
Stockholm, June 28, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2019/legal-challenges-eu-
member-states-arms-exports-saudi-arabia-current-status-and-potential. The Full text of the judgment is at 
https://www.judiciary.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/CAAT-v-Secretary-of-State-and-Others-Open-12-June-
2019.pdf. 

https://www.bbc.com/%20news/world-us-canada-48404923
https://www.bbc.com/%20news/world-us-canada-48404923
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-saudi-arms/defying-congress-trump-sets-8-billion-plus-in-weapons-sales-to-saudi-arabia-uae-idUSKCN1SU25R
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-saudi-arms/defying-congress-trump-sets-8-billion-plus-in-weapons-sales-to-saudi-arabia-uae-idUSKCN1SU25R
https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump:_Vetoed_legislation
https://www.euronews.com/2019/04/02/jamal-khashoggi-eu-divided-over-arms-sales-to-saudi-arabia-six-months-after-murder
https://www.euronews.com/2019/04/02/jamal-khashoggi-eu-divided-over-arms-sales-to-saudi-arabia-six-months-after-murder
https://www.justsecurity.org/64664/u-k-court-nixes-saudi-arms-sales-what-it-means-for-the-us-and-other-eu-countries
https://www.justsecurity.org/64664/u-k-court-nixes-saudi-arms-sales-what-it-means-for-the-us-and-other-eu-countries
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2019/legal-challenges-eu-member-states-arms-exports-saudi-arabia-current-status-and-potential
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2019/legal-challenges-eu-member-states-arms-exports-saudi-arabia-current-status-and-potential
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prevents non-German firms too from selling their products to Saudi Arabia if these have 
been jointly developed with German partners and/or contain parts or components 
produced or developed by or in collaboration with German firms. 

The consequences of this state of things go beyond the specific case. As it has been 
noted: «For Europe’s defence industry, Germany’s move raises a deeper concern. Some 
executives fear that the cross-border partnerships that have helped the industry thrive in 
the face of limited national budgets and develop sovereign state-of-the art kit like the 
Typhoon, could be undermined […] Future partnerships could be at risk. There are plans 
to develop a European drone and Germany and France, through Airbus and Dassault, 
have teamed up to develop a new fighter aircraft, the future combat air system (FCAS). 
Another project, to jointly develop and build a Franco-German main ground combat system 
(MGCS), could also be at risk»15. The situation raises also the issue of who is responsible 
for export decisions in case of multinational project, an issue that – until now – has not 
been properly dealt with, and whose solution seems problematic – at least in the short time 
– due to the different national positions. For example, as a concession to the French and 
British government, when the German moratorium was renewed, Berlin agreed on a nine-
months grace period for the already signed exportation authorisations regarding systems 
jointly developed with EU partners, but this is just a temporary stopgap  

Other doubts emerge when it comes to Iran. Following the re-activation of the US 
sanctions, France, Germany and Britain (E3), European partners of the JCPOA, 
announced their will to create a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV), i.e. a financial instrument 
that, avoiding the use of dollar in trade relations, could circumvent the US measures 
affecting subjects trading with Teheran. After a long and troubled process, on June 28 the 
official start of the SPV (INSTEX - Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges) was 
announced in Vienna, but the number of transitions is still limited. In any case, 
independently from the results that INSTEX will be able to reach at commercial level 
(some analysts are quite sceptical about its effectiveness16), it seems that the political aim 
for which it was conceived – to reassure Iran of the European commitment to the JCPOA -
- has not been attained. The Iranian decision to resume enriching uranium (after a 
moratorium) – being or not a de facto exit from the JCPOA17 – is a sign of the problems 
the Europe faces to propose itself as a credible partner and to oppose in an effective way 
the “maximum pressure” strategy adopted by the United States. Moreover, if the US 
strategy should – «surprisingly»18 – pave the way to a real dialogue between Teheran and 
Washington, the risk is a further marginalization of the European Union, this time on an 
issue like the JCPOA that has been – until now – its main diplomatic success and that 
INTEX should have protected from a potential US threat. 

                                                           
15 S. Pfeifer - D. Keohane - T. Buck, European defence industry wrongfooted by Saudi weapons ban, “Financial Times”, 

June 2, 2019, https://www.ft.com/content/5ba35bd2-7e23-11e9-81d2-f785092ab560. 
16 See section two in this same issue. 
17 On the different interpretations of the Iranian decision see A. Taylor, What Iran’s uranium enrichment increase 

actually means, “The Washington Post”, July 8, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2019/07/02/future-
iranian-nuclear-deal-could-hinge-one-key-detail/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.e55ab6f04219. 

18 F. Kempe, There are surprising signs that Trump’s maximum pressure on Iran could lead to talks, “NCBC”, July 27, 
2019, https://www.cnbc.com/2019/07/26/there-are-surprising-signs-that-trumps-maximum-pressure-on-iran-could-
lead-to-talks.html. 
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In this perspective, the tensions of the Gulf region become – once more – a test bed 
for US-Europe relations. However, today, two elements complicate the picture. The first is 
the above-mentioned stalemate of European institutions, following the vote for the new 
European parliament; a stalemate that limits both autonomy and credibility of EU external 
action. The second one is the approaching of the 2020 presidential elections in the US, 
which affects the country’s decisions and led the administration to stiffen its positions and 
to emphasize the differences with the Congress. Due to these elements, the political 
trajectories on the two sides of the Atlantic seem thus destined to diverge in the future too. 
The decision of the most part of the European countries not to adhere to the US-envisaged 
naval mission to protect the maritime traffic in the Strait of Hormuz (Operation Sentinel) 
and to set up a parallel mission, not farmed into the “maximum pressure” strategy, is only 
one example in this sense. The idea of a “parallel” mission was strongly supported by the 
former British Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt who – despite some reservations – was able 
to rally around it the French and German governments. However, after the fall of the May 
cabinet (July 28, 2019), Hunt’s successor, Dominic Raab, seems more attuned to 
Washington’s positions, a change that casts a bad light on the feasibility of an “EU only” 
mission19. 

                                                           
19  R. Sanchez, Europeans stall on mission to protect tankers in Gulf after Raab calls for joint patrols with US, “The 

Telegraph”, July 27, 2019, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/07/27/europeans-stall-mission-protect-tankers-
gulf-raab-calls-joint. 
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The new space military policies of France and Italy  

 

On 13 July 2019, the eve of the Bastille Day, President Emanuel Macron announced 
the establishment in September 2019 of a space command under the new "French 
defense space strategy".1 Just one year earlier, President Macron had assured that 
France would have a military space policy by 2019. Defence Minister, Florence Parly, said 
she took this initiative after the "Luch Olymp" Russian satellite has alleged interfered with 
the communication satellite "Athena-Fidus" in 2017.2 The initiative is also in line with the 
conclusions of the NATO summit of 26 June 2019, during which the Member States 
approved a NATO space policy, which was followed by the introduction of space military 
policies by Italy and the United Kingdom, which were preceded by the well-known Trump 
administration’s proposal to create a "space force". 

 
French defence space strategy 

Space capabilities contribute to the strategic function "knowledge and anticipation" 
based on the French strategic doctrine, starting from the 2008 Defence White Paper, and it 
is closely linked to the nuclear dissuasion and to the conduct of military operations. 

The strategic ambition led to the drafting of a new doctrine for "space military 
operations" based on four functions: 1) support to space operations, 2) operational 
awareness, 3) support to military operations and 4) space maneuver.3 

The doctrinal framework of the "space military operations" will be based on the three 
fundamental principles: 1) to have autonomous assessment of the situation and decision-
making; 2) to help to give France a driving role in the European space sector; 4) to provide 
defence capabilities to protect themselves and enforce international law, including self-
defense. 4   

The future French space component will consist in the extension of the Air Force 
tasks, which will be renamed "Armée de l'Air et de l'Espace" and the establishment of a 
Space operations military command alongside the Air Defence and Air operations 
Command. The latter already reports the Military Centre of surveillance of space objects 
(Cosmos), based at the 942 air base in Lyon-Mont-Verdun and in charge with managing 
satellites in military operations. The space command should have a strength of 220 
personnel in the 5-years initial phase, and it will be based in Toulouse, where the French 
space technology cluster is based. Reconnaissance, jamming, cyber-attacks and anti-
satellite weapons should be its key domains, as stated in the speech.                              
                                                           
1  Ministère des Armées “STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” 26 July 2019 

https://www.defense.gouv.fr/content/download/563618/9727385/Strate%CC%81gie%20spatiale%20de%20de%CC%
81fense%202019.pdf   

2  “Emmanuel Macron annonce la création d'un commandement militaire de l'espace” Le Figaro, 13 July2019 
http://www.lefigaro.fr/international/emmanuel-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-
espace-20190713 “Armées : Macron annonce la création d’un commandement militaire de l’espace” Le Monde13 
luglio 2019 https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2019/07/13/armees-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-
commandement-militaire-de-l-espace_5489134_3210.html; 2“ La France lance son premier programme d’armement 
spatial” Les Echos 26 & 27 July 2019 

3  “STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” cit. pp. 11-12 and for details pp.39-42 
4  “STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” cit. 42 

https://www.defense.gouv.fr/content/download/563618/9727385/Strate%CC%81gie%20spatiale%20de%20de%CC%81fense%202019.pdf
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/content/download/563618/9727385/Strate%CC%81gie%20spatiale%20de%20de%CC%81fense%202019.pdf
http://www.lefigaro.fr/international/emmanuel-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-espace-20190713
http://www.lefigaro.fr/international/emmanuel-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-espace-20190713
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2019/07/13/armees-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-espace_5489134_3210.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2019/07/13/armees-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-espace_5489134_3210.html
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The command shall also monitor space accidents and debris, such as the collision in 2009 
of the Iridium-33 and Kosmos-2251 telecommunications satellites that created more than 
600 debris.  

For the official establishment of the command, the law of 1934 on the establishment 
of the Air Force shall be modified. 5 France, like Italy, is party to the 1967 UN Outer Space 
Treaty, so that space policy will have to comply with its rules on the prohibition of military 
use of space and the Moon and, in particular, to Article 4.6 So the militarization of space – 
meaning the launch of satellites for non-aggressive military applications such as 
intelligence, navigation and telecommunications in accordance with the "concept 
exploratoire interarmées 3.3.13-ESPACE n ° 27 / DEF / CICDE / DR of 4 February 2014 - 
and its "arsenalization" - understood as putting into orbit systems to hit targets on earth or 
in orbit in accordance with the aforementioned concept of February 2014 - are not 
prohibited by aerospace law, except for the use of weapons of mass destruction, in 
particular nuclear weapons, although the Treaty states that the moon, celestial bodies and 
their orbits are demilitarized areas. On the other hand, the anti-access area denial (A2/AD) 
capabilities and antisatellite missiles, developed by third countries, as well as cyber 
attacks, electronic warfare and kinetic attacks are a threat to satellite capabilities. 

The Commandement interarmées de l'espace (CIE)7 has been established in 2010 at 
the French Defence Staff. CIE deals with defining and managing the space policy for the 
French armed forces. There are at least 20 offices in French armed forces dealing with 
space activities totaling 290 personnel. The CIE collaborates with the Center national 
d’études spatiales (CNES) for satellite data, and information and security services.         
The CIE manages about 12 earth observation (2 Helios, 2 Pléiades), electronic intelligence 
(4 ELISA - ELectronic Intelligence SAtellite) or telecommunication (2 Syracuse II) 
satellites.8 

Helios satellites shall be replaced by three new generation satellites of the 
Composante spatiale optique – the first satellite has been launched in 2018 the next two 
satellites shall be launched in 2020 and 2021 respectively with 10-years operational life. 
Telecommunication satellites Athéna-Fidus and Sicral II are the result of Franco-Italian 
collaboration (Sicral II is 62% participated by the Italian Ministry of Defence and 38% by 
the French General Directorate of Armaments. It is renamed Syracuse IIIC in France). 
Since 2005, there is also a partnership with Italy for earth observation satellites COSMO-
SkyMed. Since 2006, there is a partnership with Germany for SAR-Lupe, which will be 
replaced by SARah. Cooperation with Germany shall be strengthened by launching 
reconnaissance satellite CSO 3 in 2021.  

                                                           
5  Loi du 2 juillet 1934 fixant l'organisation générale de l'armée de l'air 

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=LEGITEXT000006070683&dateTexte=29990101&categorieLi
en=cid 

6  Cfr.: text “Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, including 
the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies” 
http://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/outerspacetreaty.html  

7  Cfr: French Ministry of Defence Website: https://www.defense.gouv.fr/portail/dossiers/l-espace-au-profit-des-
operations-militaires/le-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace-cie-et-le-cloud-spatial/les-missions-du-
commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace 

8  French Ministry of Defence Website “Les Satellites Militaire” https://www.defense.gouv.fr/web-documentaire/espace-
et-defense/index.html  

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=LEGITEXT000006070683&dateTexte=29990101&categorieLien=cid
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=LEGITEXT000006070683&dateTexte=29990101&categorieLien=cid
http://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/outerspacetreaty.html
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/portail/dossiers/l-espace-au-profit-des-operations-militaires/le-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace-cie-et-le-cloud-spatial/les-missions-du-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/portail/dossiers/l-espace-au-profit-des-operations-militaires/le-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace-cie-et-le-cloud-spatial/les-missions-du-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/portail/dossiers/l-espace-au-profit-des-operations-militaires/le-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace-cie-et-le-cloud-spatial/les-missions-du-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/web-documentaire/espace-et-defense/index.html
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/web-documentaire/espace-et-defense/index.html
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The military planning law has already funded the French space initiatives for the 
period 2019-2025 (LPM 2019-2025). LPM 2019-2025 was approved last year, thus 
providing for 3.6 billion euros to strengthen Space Surveillance and Tracking capabilities 
(SST) and Space Situational Awareness (SSA). To this end, it is planned to update the 
CSOs, the Syracuse satellites, the GRAVES radar surveillance satellites, as well as to 
launch the new electromagnetic spectrum intelligence (CERES) satellites. New programs, 
such as the CELESTE program to replace CERES and Iris to replace CSOs, have been 
announced, though they have not yet funded by LPM 2019-2025.9 

 
The National Security Space Strategy of Italy 

Italy adopted a "National Security Space Strategy"10 at the Council of Ministers of 18 
July 2019, which complements the National Space Strategy, and it originates from the 
"Government guidelines on space and aerospace" of 25 March 2019, which include the 
definition of a "National Security Space Strategy" inserted by the "Inter-ministerial 
Committee for space and aerospace-related policies" (COMINT).11 

The COMINT, established by Article 2 of Law no. 7 of 2018, is under the 
responsibility of the President of the Council of Ministers, who has delegated for space and 
aerospace policy the Undersecretary of State. COMINT includes 12 interested ministers, 
including the Minister of Defence, the Chairman of the Conference of Presidents of the 
Regions and Autonomous Provinces, and the President of the Italian Space Agency 
(ASI).12 The first COMINT meeting took place on 6 September 2018. In its fifth meeting of 
18 July 2019, the COMINT adopted the strategy. 

This strategy stems from the guidelines of the national foreign policy and it reflects 
the principles and the international trends in the space and aerospace domain and, in 
particular the European Union policy and the new NATO Space Policy. 

The space scenario is defined as: 
"A highly congested, contested and competitive dimension, whose balances are 

gradually affected by asymmetric threats and the effects of the Space 
commercialization ( ..) The growing number of objects in orbit, in fact, makes the 
space an operational environment increasingly at risk of natural events and 
accidental collisions, and adding to these there are intentional threats; this 
perspective underlines the strategic nature of developing SST/SSA capabilities, also 
in a multinational cooperation context, by supporting international initiatives related to 

                                                           
9  “La France lance des études pour les futures générations de satellites militaires” Le Figaro 17 June 2019 

http://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/la-france-lance-des-etudes-pour-les-futures-generations-de-satellites-militaires-
20190617 
“Armées : Macron annonce la création d’un commandement militaire de l’espace” cit. 

10  Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri “Strategia nazionale di sicurezza per lo spazio” 18 July 2019 
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/U
fficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/Strategia_spazio_20190718.pdf 

11  Cfr.: para 2 of Prime Minister's Office, “Government guidelines on space and aerospace” 25 March 2019 
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/U
fficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/DEL_20190325_aerospazio-EN.pdf  

12  LEGGE 11 gennaio 2018, n. 7  Misure per il coordinamento della politica spaziale e aerospaziale e disposizioni 
concernenti l'organizzazione e il funzionamento dell'Agenzia spaziale italiana 
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2018/2/10/18G00025/sg 

http://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/la-france-lance-des-etudes-pour-les-futures-generations-de-satellites-militaires-20190617
http://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/la-france-lance-des-etudes-pour-les-futures-generations-de-satellites-militaires-20190617
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/UfficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/Strategia_spazio_20190718.pdf
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/UfficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/Strategia_spazio_20190718.pdf
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/UfficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/DEL_20190325_aerospazio-EN.pdf
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/UfficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/DEL_20190325_aerospazio-EN.pdf
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2018/2/10/18G00025/sg
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the Space Traffic Management (STM), and to the emergence of in-orbit servicing 
technologies."13 

The strategy also considers that economic competition should not be based simply 
on cost-effective criteria, if this is detrimental to the reliability, safety and to the level of 
technology. 

The strategy sets five strategic objectives: 
1. assuring safety and security of the space infrastructures enabling of the whole national 

infrastructure; 
2. protecting national security also through space, assuring access to and use of the 

relevant capabilities in any situation; 
3. strengthening and protecting the institutional, industrial and scientific sectors, also 

aiming at protecting national classified information; 
4. promoting at international level a space governance able to guarantee the sustainability, 

safety and security of space activities; 
5. ensuring that the development of private sector activities in the space domain (upstream 

and downstream) is consistent with the country's key interests. 
 
For the application of the strategy, operational strategic, procedural and legal 

guidelines are elaborated, such as: 
 strengthen and protect national capacities in the space sector; 
 prevention, deterrence and defence of space infrastructures against aggressions; 
 protection and supervision of the development of industrial and scientific activities, and 

protection of classified information; 
 international cooperation and promotion of the responsible, peaceful, safe and 

sustainable use of space, through both bilateral collaborations with the G7 countries 
(United States, Japan, Canada, France, United Kingdom and Germany) and multilateral 
(within the ESA, EU, NATO framework); 

 management and development, also through the definition of a specific rules of the 
commercial initiatives in compliance with Italy's foreign policy commitments and national 
security requirements, with particular reference to aspects related to the safety of 
satellite remote sensing. 

 
The national space capabilities shall be strengthened and protected to increase 

national security and resilience, also in response to crisis and emergency events.                 
A satellite component (upstream) should focus, above all, on telecommunications and 
earth observation capabilities (ISR3 RADAR, Optical, Hyperspectral systems), on 
downstream components (critical service infrastructures) on access to space and on 
navigation systems (Galileo service), and also on developing an adequate infrastructure 
for the national users of these satellite services. 

These strategic lines will be developed by the ASI in the "Domestic Space Policy 
Strategic Document (DSPSN), which shall be detailed at the operational level by the 
Space strategic vision document (DVSS).14 
                                                           
13  Strategia nazionale di sicurezza per lo spazio” cit. p. 3 
14  Cfr.: para 4 of “Government guidelines on space and aerospace” cit. 
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In addition to the existing telecommunications and earth observation capabilities, the 
strategy focuses on developing sectors such as suborbital flight, in-orbit servicing, robotic 
exploration of the Moon, human space exploration and the realization of SST and SSA 
capabilities, also in international cooperation, with an eye towards European countries that 
are developing similar skills. 

 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The French and Italian strategies must be framed in a more specific perspective, 
because as Minister Parly stated at the launch of the space strategy on July 25: “France 
shall not remain isolated; I particularly rely on Germany and Italy to build a common space 
surveillance structure”.15 This is meant to deepen cooperation with European partners - 
Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom, specifically in this order – by maintaining a close 
link with the United States.16 

In the United Kingdom, on 18 July 2019, the recently appointed Secretary of State for 
Defence, Penny Mordaunt, announced six new initiatives on which the new British space 
defence programme shall be established. They shall consist of: the establishment of 
military command to oversee operations in the space domain and beyond; the 
development and launch of Carbonite 2 high definition Earth observation microsatellite – to 
be funded through an initial GBP30 million from the government’s Transformation Fund; a 
counter-satellite system linked to participation in the "Olympic Defender" operation at the 
Combined Space Operations Center in California, United States; a competition to boost 
the capabilities of UK satellites in orbit; the building of new ground control station facilities; 
and secondment of a military test pilot with a commercial space launch organisation.17 

In Germany, a greater satellite capability is welcomed, but a part from the satellite 
capabilities already being planned, including those in collaboration with France, neither a 
strategic document nor new funding or programmes have been launched. 

As hoped for by the French strategy, the development of French and European 
space capabilities: "France shall not act alone, especially in the specific context of a 
general worsening of the (crisis) situation. It is a question of contributing to the 
consolidation of an allied space community ".18 

This community should contribute to counterbalance the space race of emerging 
powers such as China and India, also with a view to the global economic competition in 
the "New Space". 

 

                                                           
15  “La France lance son premier programme d’armement spatial” Les Echos 26 & 27 July 2019. 
16  Preface by minister Parly to the “STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” cit. p. 5, see also p.35-36 on cooperation 

with Germany and Italy.  
17  Gareth Jennings, William Lloyd “UK announces ‘ambitious’ defence space programme” Jane's Defence Weekly 18 

July 2019  https://www.janes.com/article/89949/uk-announces-ambitious-defence-space-programme 
18  STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” cit. p. 43 

https://www.janes.com/article/89949/uk-announces-ambitious-defence-space-programme
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The growing relevance of the black-sea / eastern mediterranean 

sub-region and the role of turkey 

 

Geographically the Mediterranean is normally seen as a specific region that 
embraces Southern Europe from South-West to Southeast, connecting it with Africa, the 
Middle East and Asia. However, the size, heterogeneity and vastness of this space make it 
difficult to frame it from the geopolitical point of view as a single system and it should 
therefore be seen more as a conglomerate of partially interconnected sub-regions. 

 
Key historical sub-regions of the Mediterranean area, with particular reference to 

the eastern ones and the hinge-role of Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey 

Traditional examples of sub-regions are the Maghreb, the Mashreq, the Black Sea, 
and the Balkans. These four sub-regions represent an of historical quadripartition of 
South-Eastern Mediterranean, made up of the two non-European regions of the southern 
shore, Maghreb and Mashreq – these two separated by Libya - and the two European 
"eastern" regions, of Black Sea and the Balkans.  

The Black Sea area includes the six countries bordering this inland sea, Russia, 
Ukraine, Georgia, Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey, while the Balkans is a more political and 
uncertain geopolitical concept that includes the successor countries of the former 
Yugoslavia plus Albania and Greece. Some countries like Romania and Bulgaria are 
common two both regions, since they must also be considered Balkan countries. This is 
true in particular for Bulgaria, a country that is crossed by the Balkan mountain range, 
which gives its name to the entire region. Romania and Bulgaria represent the two hinge 
states between these two regions and their gravitation towards one or the other is 
influenced by the prevailing political system in Eastern Europe. During the Cold War, for 
example, the relations of Romania and Bulgaria with the Balkan area were marginal and 
were reduced by the divisions of bipolar and ideological confrontation, with non-aligned 
Yugoslavia and Greece as a NATO country, while economic relations were stronger, 
political and military with the Soviet Union, which geopolitically "attracted" these two 
countries to the East (and to the Black Sea). After the collapse of the Berlin Wall, Romania 
and Bulgaria (especially the latter) were the two countries that made the greatest 
geopolitical revolution, redirecting their international posture towards very close relations 
with the West, Europe and the USA, completing this process joining NATO and the 
European Union. 

The other hinge country of this area is Turkey, a country in a particularly complex 
geo-political situation, connected to different geopolitical systems of the Balkans, the 
Middle East and the Black Sea / Caucasus. Turkey in fact represents a Eurasian pivot 
straddling across these two continents, but with the particularity of being a Muslim country 
and therefore included in the political and strategic dynamics of the vast Muslim world, 
partly Mediterranean and partly Middle Eastern. The divisions of the cold war - which saw 
both the Balkans and the Black Sea space, governed by communist regimes, reduced to 
the minimum the potential interactions of Turkey with these areas, since Muslim identity 
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and NATO membership both worked against a strong neighborhood role for Ankara, in the 
Balkans, in the Black Sea and in the Middle East. Only after the fall of the Berlin Wall 
Ankara will begin to “rediscover” a profiled international posture, and the geopolitical 
complexity of being a neighbor for many different countries. This brought new dynamics 
and opened new creative possibilities and options to Turkey foreign policy.   

 
Rise (and decline) of the concept of South Eastern Europe   

The geopolitical notion of South-Eastern Europe has gradually emerged following the 
historical changes that took place in the 1990s. The concept of South Eastern Europe 
implies a vision of a common space that bridges and integrates two peninsulas, the Balkan 
and the Anatolian and that is driven by the vision of a common Euro-Atlantic destiny for the 
countries included in the region that stretches from the Gulf of Fiume to the Gulf of 
Alessandretta and limited by the Danube - Black Sea - Caucasus limes. In the concept of 
South Eastern Europe, this geopolitical line would represent a new soft boundary 
(successor to the one of the iron curtain) between the Euro-Atlantic integration space, 
based on Western values and on a common vision of international security, and the post-
Soviet space. The integrated concept of South-Eastern Europe, is therefore a product of 
the enlargement toward East of the Euro-Atlantic, pointing to include the entire Eastern 
Mediterranean, the Aegean and the Adriatic Sea, attracting the whole of the non-Arab 
shores of the great Mediterranean Area. Two conditions were necessary in order to fully 
complete and aggregate the Euro-Atlantic design: the Europeanization of the Balkans and 
Turkey.  

In this vision, the military adherence to NATO by the countries of the Western 
Balkans is important but no strictly necessary, due to their low military significance, with 
the exception of the coastal States, (Croatia, Montenegro, and Albania). These three 
countries - regrouped by the USA in the Adriatic Charter initiative - have completed, albeit 
with some difficulty, the process of joining the Atlantic Alliance. Despite these successes, 
the process of constructing the space of South Eastern Europe has marked several 
setbacks and numerous geopolitical rifts emerged in recent years bringing to the crisis of 
the geopolitical vision for the Eastern Europe. Four main factors have put the process of 
creating a geopolitical space in South Eastern Europe into the present difficulties: 1) The 
Permanence of latent conflicts in the Balkans, especially in the area of the Serbia - Kosovo 
- Bosnia Herzegovina region, as a legacy of the Yugoslav wars and the unresolved 
Serbian question in the region; 2) The progressive attenuation and crisis of the European 
project - and in particular of its enlargement dimension, especially after the 2008 economic 
crisis; 3) The change of course of Turkey, only partially due to the stalemate of the 
European Union enlargement process and largely attributable to domestic political 
developments (the advance of political Islam and the transformation of the AK Party into a 
movement with marked international political Islamist traits). 4) The geopolitical return of 
Russia to the Black Sea and the eastern Mediterranean started in 2008, with the 
involvement in the conflicts in Georgia, Crimea and Syria. This development went in 
parallel with the American disengagement of the region, started at the end of the complex 
and unsuccessful military engagement in Iraq. 
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The intersection of these four processes – at the same time interconnected but self-
nourished - have contributed to the deconstruction of the geopolitical concept of South 
Eastern Europe. On the one hand, by increasing the distances between pro-Russian and 
anti-Russian countries (with sanctions against Russia marking a new political divide 
between the two attitudes) and complicating the solution of frozen conflicts of which the 
region is scattered; this worked in the opposite way with respect to the stabilization and 
pacification processes carried out by the European Union with its neighborhood and 
inclusion policies. However, the real element of crisis in the concept of South Eastern 
Europe was represented by the geopolitical changes that occurred in Turkish foreign 
policy. As repeatedly stated in the columns of the Strategic Observatory, among the many 
drivers of this change the Syrian conflict has perhaps represented the most important 
element, the one that brought a real revolution in Turkish domestic politics and that has 
interconnected the de-structuring processes Middle Eastern geopolitical order with the 
internal changes of Turkish politics, increasingly distant on many aspects from western 
standards and expectations. 

The Syrian conflict in fact, even if it originated as a spill-over of the Iraqi civil war and 
as a cross-border territorialization of the Al Qaeda terrorist movement in Iraq that will give 
life to the ISIS, assumes a different connotation due to the ever increasing Turkish 
involvement and for the military role and Russian politician dressed in this conflict.         
The Turkish commitment leads to focus attention on the role of Kurdish military and 
political movements and their search for territorial autonomy from Syria and Iraq. While 
Russian involvement will prove decisive for Assad's survival, the failure of the Ankara-
supported regime change project contributed to the transformation of Russia policy toward 
Turkey, since Moscow and Ankara find themselves involved on different fronts of an 
unsolvable civil war. This prepared the ground for brokering a peace agreement. Turkey, 
abandoned by its Western allies that limited their commitment to indirect military support 
but without a full involvement in the Syrian conflict, had to face multiple crisis in a civil war 
without a clear line of conflict but with many fault lines and state and non-state actors: the 
determined Russian intervention in support of Assad; anti-Assad and anti-ISIS Kurdish 
militias but pro-independence; the variegated anti-Assad jihadist front subdivided in 
numerous currents and numerous sponsors, ranging from the USA, to other Arab 
countries of the Gulf who pursue their own agenda, up to movements belonging to the 
Qaedist galaxy; the Islamic State on one side and the Shiite fighters supported by Iran, 
coming from both Lebanon and Iran itself fighting the Islamic State itself into a 
sectarian/religious conflict.  

Such complex and dangerous mosaic in which it is extremely difficult to build stable 
alliances and bring together actors with common interests. A scenario that Turkey could 
probably not avoid but that, once it entered massively, the only way to get out of it was to 
come to terms with the two other regional powers with which Ankara is destined to balance 
its regional influence: Russia and Iran. The Syrian conflict has therefore played a decisive 
role for a further drive toward the Middle East of Turkish geopolitical posture and, above 
all, to further strengthen strategic political relations with Moscow.  
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In the short time space of less than a decade, Turkey has found itself having to deal 
with the explosion of three conflicts in its immediate borders: from the 2008 Caucasian one 
in Georgia to the 2014 Ukrainian in the Black Sea to the Syrian one. In all three conflicts 
Russia has succeeded in achieving its strategic objectives, obtaining de facto control over 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia (Georgian conflict), annexing Crimea (the Ukrainian conflict) 
and keeping the Syrian regime, its strategic ally, in power in the eastern Mediterranean.        
In other words, through these conflicts Russia has succeeded, with a significant 
turnaround compared to the previous decade, in strengthening and expanding its area of 
influence and presence both in the Black Sea and in the Eastern Mediterranean. That is 
just North and South of Turkey. These developments, coupled with Turkey's complex 
internal political situation resulting from the failed coup against Erdogan in 2016, have 
further led Ankara to strengthen - by choice, necessity, utility - relations with Moscow 
mainly and, to a lesser extent, those with Tehran. 

Turkey's decision to complete the purchase of the Russian S-400 ground-to-air 
system makes Ankara the first NATO country to purchase a Russian strategic defense 
system. With this result, Turkey achieves the goal of decoupling the defense system of its 
airspace from NATO alone, moving towards the creation of a hybrid system, partly NATO, 
partly Russian, partly national. This would reflect the new geopolitical position of Turkey, 
no longer totally coinciding with the vision of NATO but differentiated and with variable 
geometries. Russia, in order to favor this result, offered an advantageous collaboration to 
Turkey, favoring with the necessary technology transfers, a process of acquiring military 
capabilities. In this operation both Erdogan and Putin have obtained important advantages, 
even if the real success would seem to be Russian. Moscow, in fact, is also giving a 
military-industrial framework to the relationship with Turkey, scoring yet another 
geopolitical victory comparable to those obtained in the Black Sea and in Syria in recent 
years.  

Merging the dimension of the de-structuring of the geopolitical system of South-
Eastern Europe with that occurred in the Black Sea, in the Eastern Mediterranean and in 
Turkey itself, it does not seem illogical to see the potential for the emergence of a new 
turco-russian geopolitical space, located at the confluence of the Middle East, Eurasia and 
Western Balkans.  

It is obviously important to reiterate that geopolitical regions do not arise from today 
to tomorrow and that the processes of conception, construction and often de-construction 
of geopolitical linkages between states and regions require time frames that can be 
measured in decades. However, it is not irrelevant to consider that for at least a decade 
many political, geopolitical and economic events have eroded the feasibility of the South 
Eastern European as Euro-Atlantic region and have set in motion processes of re-
arrangement on new basis of fragments of the old geopolitical areas, some of which.         
As South Eastern Europe, originated from the logic of the cold War and its afterword.          
The transformative character of peripheral regions that share multiple fault lines should be 
reminded as well as the attraction that can originate from the change and transformation of 
power relation should be considered a historically solid concept. However, it is working in 
the case of the Black Sea / Eastern Mediterranean area is doubtful. The creation of 
regional systems does not only arise for the disappearance / transformation of previous 
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regional systems, but also requires important financial, infrastructural, shared cultural 
aggregative processes and strong economic integration. Factors that currently appear not 
to be within the reach of the regional actors involved. 
 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts  

The changes that have occurred in recent years have weakened the cohesion of the 
region of South Eastern Europe and allowed a glimpse of the emergence of a new proto-
region in the space between the Black Sea and the Eastern Mediterranean. Turkey is the 
central element of this process. In particular, the agreement for the sale of the Russian S-
400s in Ankara may be an important factor that could lead in the future to the duplication of 
the geopolitical posture of Turkey, which allows a glimpse of a scenario of a relationship 
no longer exclusive with the West but binary: swinging alternatively between Washington 
and Moscow. In such a scenario, NATO's role in this region would be profoundly 
transformed, placing the crises in this quadrant first on the Russian-Turkish bilateral level 
and, therefore, subordinately, on the level of the Atlantic alliance. The strategic revolution 
that Erdogan and Putin are putting into place in the important quadrant of South Eastern 
Europe / Eastern Mediterranean could lead in the coming years to various geopolitical 
transformations, not excluding the birth of a geo-politically region in the Eastern part of the 
Mediterranean jointly driven by Turkey and Russia national visions and interests.  
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Tunisia: a new political balance after Béji Caïd Essebsi? 

 

The legacy of Béji Caïd Essebsi 

President Béji Caïd Essebsi, the oldest sitting president in the world, died on July 

25 at the age of 92.1 Essebsi served as Tunisia’s transitional leader after the 2011 

popular uprising that drove out long-time ruler Zine el-Abedine Ben Ali, and then was 

elected president in 2014 elections. He was the only senior politician in Tunisia to hold 

political office in the new democracy as well as under the previous dictatorships of 

Habib Bourguiba – who became president after the country gained independence from 

France and who was among the most important, and most stridently secular, 

nationalists in the Arabic-speaking world – and Ben Ali, who was ultimately ousted.   

Essebsi fought for Tunisian democracy, but also served the dictatorships of the 

1960s and 1980s, and served as a vehicle for the reemergence of the old guard after 

the country's 2011 democratic upheaval.2  He came out of retirement in 2011 to be 

interim prime minister after the uprising that of Ben Ali. The revolt in Tunisia ignited 

antigovernment protests across North Africa and the Middle East, starting the turmoil in 

the entire MENA area known as the Arab Spring. When Ben Ali was overthrown in 

January 2011, ending the 23-year rule, and fled to Saudi Arabia, Essebsi was chosen 

as interim prime minister because of his government experience and his relatively 

untainted reputation.3 

Essebsi helped found a secular political party, Nidaa Tounis (Call for Tunisia), 

leading a movement to oust the increasingly unpopular Islamist government. In contrast 

to Egypt, where Abdel-Fattah el-Sisi operated directly against the Muslim Brotherhood – 

and where the military seized power and cracked down violently on the country’s 

elected Islamists – Tunisia managed in 2013-2014 a negotiated with Ennahdha in 

attempting to stabilise the country, fight outbreaks of terrorism, and improve a struggling 

economy. A national dialogue, which reached a compromise with the Islamists and 

recognized their role as a legitimate political actor. An approach that helped to preserve 

the Tunisian democratic experiment by forming a coalition with Ennahda after the 2014 

elections, despite resistance to such a decision from within the secularist camp.  

On the political and social front, Regarding, according to Youssef Cherif, a political 

analyst at the Columbia Global Center in Tunis, Essebsi “tried to foster education and 

progressive values, but he also encouraged nepotism through offering his son the 

leadership of his party and by nominating a lot of people in high positions by their 

degree of allegiance not their competency".4  

                                                           
1  Gall C., Blaise L., Béji Caïd Essebsi, President Who Guided Tunisia to Democracy, Dies at 92, The New York Times, 

July 25, 2019. https://nyti.ms/2ycfFnp 
2  Borzou Daragahi, Tunisia's first democratically elected president Beji Caid Essebsi dies: 'He made history', The 

Independent, 25 july 2019. https://bit.ly/311703p 
3  Gall C., Blaise L., Béji Caïd Essebsi, President Who Guided Tunisia to Democracy, Dies at 92, The New York Times, 

July 25, 2019. https://nyti.ms/2ycfFnp 
4  Borzou Daragahi, Tunisia's first democratically elected president Beji Caid Essebsi dies: 'He made history', The 

Independent, 25 july 2019. https://bit.ly/311703p 
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Today, because 60 years of dictatorship, Tunisian society remains fractured. Politically, 

secularists, including local leftists and Arab nationalists, contend with Islamists. Socially, 

rich elite lives in the coastal cities at a far remove from the poor, underdeveloped inland 

regions, where the revolution began and where popular unrest continues. 5 

 

Political dynamics 

Tunisia’s president — who is elected by the people for a once-renewable five-year 

term — mainly has authority over foreign and defence policy, governing alongside a 

prime minister chosen by parliament who has authority over domestic affairs.                

The interim, the president of the Parliament, Mohamed Ennaceur (85 years old), took 

over the position of head of state. According to the country’s constitution, the president 

of the parliament assumed the presidency for 45 to 90 days while elections are 

organized: Originally scheduled for November, the elections will take place on 

September 15, as confirmed by Nabil Baffoun, the head of the Independent Higher 

Authority for Elections; the campaigns are scheduled to run from September 2 to 

September 13, with the results announced two days after the polls. A date for the 

second round of presidential elections has not yet been decided but, according to 

officials, it would be held no later than November 3.6 This means that Tunisia may vote 

in September and November for the early presidential elections and in October for the 

parliamentary elections. 

Nidaa Tounes is splintered and recently collapsed; Essebsi became embroiled in a 

long-running series of political battles with his own prime minister, Youssef Chahed, and 

Rachid Ghannouchi, leader of the Islamist party Ennahda. Essebsi’s passing will likely 

prompt for influence within the party Nidaa Tounis between his son, Hafedh Caïd 

Essebsi – who assumed the leadership of the political party – and Prime Minister 

Youssef Chahed, who leads the breakaway faction Tahya Tounis. 

Slim Azzabi, secretary-general of the Tahya Tounis party, stated that Tunisia's 

liberal Prime Minister, Youssef Chahed, would run for president in an early election, 

making him one of the likely frontrunners to succeed Beji Caid Essebsi.7 The Tahaya 

Tounis party, which split off from Essebsi's party this year, is now the biggest liberal 

group in Tunisia's parliament and governs in coalition with the Islamist Ennahda Party 

and a smaller liberal group. 

Other candidates who have announced their intention to stand include liberal 

former Prime Minister Mehdi Jomaa, and Moncef Marzouki, who served as interim 

president for three years after autocrat Zine El Abidine Ben Ali was toppled, until 

Essebsi was chosen in the first democratic presidential election in 2014. 

Ennahda, which has not yet named its candidate for the presidency, in 2016 

decided to downplay its origins in political Islam declaring to distance itself from its 

Islamist origins and recast itself as a political vehicle for Muslim democrats; but the 

political movement remains a conservative Islamic party. What Ennahda’s carefully 

orchestrated rebranding demonstrates is just how skillfully its leaders continue to adapt 

                                                           
5  Gall C., Blaise L., Béji Caïd Essebsi, President Who Guided Tunisia to Democracy, Dies at 92, The New York Times, 

July 25, 2019. https://nyti.ms/2ycfFnp 
6  Asharq al-Awsat, 31 July 2019, in shorturl.at/pIM34. 
7  Reuters, July 31st 2019. 
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to the changing landscape of Tunisian electoral politics. When the president of  

Ennahda, Rachid Ghannouchi, announced the move away from traditional Islamism, he 

also proclaimed a separation of the party’s political and religious activities: a way to 

allows party leaders to focus on politics in the capital while other members in the 

provinces – where there is more popular support because there are as many people 

whose vision of society, whose way of life is more conservative, less liberal, less 

Western to the party – continue to engage in the civic and religious spheres.8 

 

Security concerns 

Institutional and economic crisis and jihadist threat: Essebsi's death occurs in a 

period of potential destabilization for the North African country. 

Tunisia is the only country to have emerged from the so-called Arab Spring with a 

full-blooded if somewhat wobbly democracy. The country has managed to survive a 

wave of political assassinations and deadly terrorist attacks targeting its security forces 

and productive tourism industry amid rising joblessness and inflation. However, it 

remains under a state of emergency.9 

The Mediterranean haven was beginning to recover from the attacks mainly 

claimed by the Islamic State terror group (IS) as Western tourists slowly started to file 

back. Today’s news at the peak of the holiday season will likely put a big damper on 

that. On the one hand, there is the risk about the country’s low ability to cope with 

returning IS fighters veterans; between 5000 and 8000 of Tunisians joined the Islamic 

state group: some are thought to be redeploying to violence-wracked, neighboring 

Libya, while others have returned home.10 On the other hand, armed opposition groups 

operate in mountain areas on the border with Algeria.  

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts  

The departure of Essebsi is important not only because of what he did for 

democracy, but also with regard to the ambiguous situation through which Tunisia is 

currently passing. In general, it will not seriously affect Tunisia's stability, because the 

country has a clear process in place that is widely accepted as legitimate11. 

However, regarding the implications for the future, the death of the old president, 

on the one hand, puts in evidence the absence of a prominent leader and open to a risk 

of greater divisions and fragmentation within the secularist political front - with all the 

consequences for how this might affect Tunisia’s consensus-based democracy. 

On the other hand, we must consider two main factors: the first is the political 

disaffection and the distrust in democracy which open to a growing discontent among 

the people – characterized by numerous protests – often contrasted with repressive 

security measures; the second factor is the competition among the power-groups, which 

                                                           

8  Piser K., The Mainstreaming of Tunisia’s Islamists, in Foreign Policy, 7 August 2016, in shorturl.at/jENW3. 
9  Zaman A., Intel: How terror attacks, sick president could impact Tunisia’s upcoming elections, 27 June 2019, in 

shorturl.at/cdlyV. 
10  Zaman A., Intel: How terror attacks, sick president could impact Tunisia’s upcoming elections, 27 June 2019, in 

shorturl.at/cdlyV. 
11  Hamza Meddeb, Reaction Shot: Tunisia‘s Beji Caïd Essebsi Has Died, Canergie,n25 July 2019. https://bit.ly/2SIkuyi 



Mashreq, Gran Maghreb, Egypt and Israel      

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 26 

coincide with the fault line between the political parties Ennahda and Nidaa (and within 

Nidaa). 

Because of the political stalemate and the ideological differences that led to the 

division of the secular front, Ennahda appears to be the only cohesive and stable party. 

In conclusion, the general unstable situation may affect the electoral process, 

which could shift the votes of a large disappointed electorate in favor of some 

independent candidates.12 

 

Main events in Maghreb and Mashreq 

 Israel and Egypt. Israel will begin exporting natural gas to Egypt in November, with 

volumes eventually set to reach seven billion cubic meters a year. The supplies will 

mark the start of a $15bn export agreement between Israel's Delek Drilling and US-

based partner Noble Energy with an Egyptian counterpart in what Israeli officials called 

the most significant deal to emerge since the neighbors made peace in 1979. The deal 

signed early last year will bring natural gas from Israeli offshore fields Tamar and 

Leviathan into the Egyptian gas grid.13 

 Lebanon. Possible dispute between President Michel Aoun and Prime Minister Saad 

Hariri over referring the shooting of two members of the Lebanese Democratic Party in 

the Druze area of Aley to a senior Judicial Council.  The political repercussions of the 

deadly event have paralyzed government at a critical moment and risk complicating 

efforts to enact reforms needed to steer the heavily indebted state away from financial 

crisis.14 

 Syria. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said his country is determined to 

destroy "to pieces" what he called a "terror corridor" in northern Syria - regardless of 

whether or not Turkey and the United States agree on the establishment of a safe zone. 

Ankara wants a zone along the border with Syria that would be cleared of the Kurdish 

fighters. It also says such a zone would be safe for Syrians and allow some of the 

country's refugees to return. Turkey has warned of a possible new offensive into Syria if 

an agreement on a safe zone is not reached, and has recently been sending 

reinforcements to its border area.15 

 Algeria. Protesters remain in Algeria’s streets, having forced President Abdelaziz 

Bouteflika’s resignation in April. In this uncertain transition period, important questions 

face two groups key to Algeria’s political future: protesters and military 

personnel. According to a new Brookings institute report – titled “Algeria’s uprising: A 

survey of protesters and the military” – the results show a wide support for change 

among protesters, while illustrating a divide between the upper and lower ranks of the 

Algerian military in support for the protest movement. While 80% of the lower ranks 

support the goals and continuation of the protests, “the senior officers, by contrast, are a 

bit more hesitant, [as] only 60% are saying that they support the protests”.16 

                                                           
12  Torelli S., Tunisia: tra crisi politica e turbolenze nel vicinato, in “Focus Mediterraneo Allargato” n.10, 27th June 2019, 

in shorturl.at/hGY47. 
13  Al-Jazeera, 25th July 2019. 
14  Asharq al-Awsat, 8th July 2019. 
15  Associated Press, 26th July 2019 
16  Grewal S.,  Kilavuz T., KubinecJuly R.,  Algeria’s uprising: A survey of protesters and the military, 2019 

https://www.brookings.edu/experts/sharan-grewal/
https://www.brookings.edu/author/m-tahir-kilavuz/
https://www.brookings.edu/author/robert-kubinec/
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 Morocco. In his speech for this year's Throne Day on 30th of July, Moroccan king 

Mohammed VI announced new development programs and a government reshuffle for 

domestic policy. For foreign policy, he called again for dialogue with Algeria and for 

''unity among North African populations''. As concerns the Western Sahara, Morocco's 

position remains ''firmly anchored to territorial integrity''. To celebrate his 20 years as 

king, Mohammed VI pardoned 4,764 detainees, including some detainees for 

terrorism.17 

 Libya. Libya's national oil company has suspended operations at the country's largest 

oil field over the "unlawful" closure of a pipeline valve. The National Oil Corporation 

announced the move without saying who was behind the closure of the pipeline linking 

the Sharara oilfield to the port of Zawiya, on the Mediterranean coast. The Sharara oil 

field, which produces around 290,000 barrels a day worth $19 million, is controlled by 

forces loyal to Khalifa Hifter, head of the so-called Libyan National Army, which 

launched an offensive in April to capture the capital.18 

 

                                                           
17  ANSAmed, 30th July 2019. 
18  ABC News, 31st July 2019. 
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► Jihadist groups that formed the provinces of the Islamic State have proved to be 
fundamental to carry out apocalyptic al-Baghdadi's project of Salafi fundamentalist 
hegemony, allowing to its organization to continue to exercise its significance, even after 
the loss of Syrian and Iraqis territories. Among the various groups that in sub-Saharan 
Africa and in the Sahel have sworn loyalty to the Caliphate, one in particular stood out for 
the high lethality and the wide range of action. This group is known as the Islamic State in 
the Greater Sahara (ISGS) led by the emir Adnan al-Sahrawi. 
 

The impact of the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara on security in 

the Sahel region 

 

On the first day of Ramadan in 2014, Sheikh Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, leader of the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)1, announced the restoration of the Caliphate 
and decided to change the name of the group to Islamic State (IS)2. The proclamation led 
thousands of foreign fighters to decide to leave for Syria and Iraq to join the militias of the 
new Caliphate. 

Four months later, through official propaganda IS's bodies (al-Furqan Media 
Foundation and Dabiq Magazine), the terrorist organization announced that other jihadist 
groups had declared their affiliation to the Caliphate, assuming the name of provinces 
(wilayats) of the Islamic State. However, before swearing allegiance to the caliph al-
Baghdadi, these groups would have to implement the military strategy and the government 
system of central core. 

Over time, the wilayats proved to be fundamental to carry out the apocalyptic al-
Baghdadi's project of Salafi fundamentalist hegemony. Since their loyalty has proved to be 
of great help to allow the Islamic State to continue to exercise its significance, even after 
the loss of the Syrian-Iraqi territories. While it is increasingly evident that if in 2018 the 
provinces had decided to abandon the organization, they would have totally delegitimized 
it and shown that in reality it was only a “Paper State”3.  

Instead, over the years, the Islamic State branches have significantly increased in 
number, allowing the jihadist entity to be able to count on a substantial and articulated 
network, even after its loss of territories. All this, bearing in mind that each branch of the 
organization is operationally independent and there are no direct connections between the 
various affiliated groups, apart from the ISIS brand. 

                                                           
1  Also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
2  B. Roggio, ISIS announces formation of Caliphate, rebrands as ‘Islamic State’, in «Long War Journal», 29 June 2019. 

https://bit.ly/2M5rHXP 
3  C. Bunzel, From Paper State to Caliphate: The Ideology of the Islamic State, in «The Brookings Project on U.S. 

Relations with the Islamic World», N. 19, March 2015. www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/The-
ideology-of-theIslamic-State.pdf 
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The wilayat continue to operate in different parts of the world, even in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Where poverty combined with the socio-economic marginalization of local 
communities have favoured the radicalization process of many young people, and the 
development of jihadist terrorism in different areas of the macro-region. 

In Africa, ISIS has decentralized its provinces in Egypt and Libya, but also in the sub-
Saharan belt and in the Sahel, where the group is expanding taking advantage of the 
particular difficulties to secure those vast desert areas4.  

A further confirmation of the importance of Africa for the Islamic State comes from al-
Baghdadi's video message, released on 29 April by al-Furqan via AFP. In part addressed 
to the Sahelian mujahidin, the chief of ISIS encourage to jihad against Western armies, 
and avenge the attacks suffered by the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq5. 

In the same speech, published on the network a few days after the claim of an attack 
in the north-eastern parts of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the Islamic 
State leader confirmed the establishment of the ISCAP (Islamic State Central Africa 
Province), the new province of the jihadist organization in Central Africa. Furthermore, al-
Baghdadi has endorsed the formal recognition of the loyalty oath of the Emir of the Islamic 
State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS - Islamic State in the Greater Sahara)6. A jihadist 
formation that deserves to be the object of careful scrutiny due to its high lethality, which 
has made it among the most dangerous in the region. 

A lethality demonstrated by the fact that in 2018 the ISGS was connected to 26 per 
cent of all violent events and 42 per cent of all deaths occurred during attacks associated 
with Islamic extremist groups active in the Sahel7. If in the first six months of the current 
year will be confirmed the trend of attacks, the ISGS will be the group that in 2019 will 
have caused more victims than the other jihadist groups operating in the vast desert area8. 
 

Tongo Tongo ambush 

The Sahelian extremist group has become infamous internationally for an attack 
carried out in Niger on 4 October 2017, in the village of Tongo Tongo. In this remote 
suburb, about twenty kilometres from the border with Mali, were killed five Nigerian 
soldiers and four US soldiers: first-class sergeant Jeremiah W. Johnson, sergeant La 
David Johnson and two senior sergeants from the Bryan Black green caps and Dustin 
Wright. 

The terrorist act has aroused the indignation of the American public opinion. Above 
all for the fact that before fleeing, the jihadist militants loyal to the Islamic State have 
removed the weapons and the military equipment to the four fallen Americans, trying to 
take away at least two bodies from the battlefield9. 

                                                           
4  www.voanews.com/extremism-watch/decentralizing-provinces-bid-return 
5  https://thedefensepost.com/2019/04/29/isis-leader-baghdadi-video/ 
6  Ibidem 
7  https://africacenter.org/spotlight/the-complex-and-growing-threat-of-militant-islamist-groups-in-the-sahel/ 
8  Ibidem 
9  C. Dickstein, J. Vandiver, Pentagon: Systemic Problems Led to Deadly Niger Ambush, in «Star and Stripes», 10 May 

2018. https://bit.ly/2jWT2w4 
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The deadly ambush has also triggered several controversies about the role and 
usefulness of the American mission in Niger, and has led some members of Congress to 
call for reducing the US military presence in the region. While, based on the results of the 
Pentagon investigation to shed light on the attack, the decision was taken to introduce 
some changes to the planning of US military operations in the Sahel area10. 

In fact, after the ambush on 4 October 2017, US forces participating in the special 
operations have gradually reduced the number of missions, in which American consultants 
accompany African troops in areas considered at risk of attacks11. US commandos now 
back up local forces only in missions of high strategic importance, during which they need 
to be supported by armed drones or other support aircraft12.  

However, is excluded the participation of US military in front-line fighting against 
armed groups loyal to al-Qaeda or ISIS. A significant change that reversed the guidelines 
issued in 2017 by US Africa Command (AFRICOM), which also allowed lower grade 
officers to make quick judgments to plan missions.  

The Tongo Tongo ambush also reinforced the alert launched a few weeks earlier by 
Pentagon strategists, according to which, after the loss of the Syrian-Iraqi territories, the 
Islamic State through its Saharan branch was trying to reorganize itself in Niger13.           
The experts of the US Department of Defense believe that the Sahelian nation could 
become the connecting point of African jihadism. Might end up with Niger; Mali, 
destabilized by the continuous Qaedist groups activity, north-eastern Nigeria and the Horn 
of Africa, where Boko Haram and al-Shabaab continue to carry out bloody attacks14. 
 

Al-Sahrawi, from the Polisario Front to the jihad 

This is the disturbing scenario in which ISGS standing out. The group can count on a 
heterogeneous alliance of Islamic extremists of various origins, led by the charismatic 
figure of the emir Adnan Abu Walid al-Sahrawi, the war name of Lehbib Ould Ali Ould Said 
Ould Joumani. 

Adnan al-Sahrawi was born in 1973 in Laayoune, the main city in the disputed 
territory of the Western Sahara, currently administered by Morocco. The jihadist leader 
spent his childhood there and, in the early nineties, moved to refugee camps in southern 
Algeria. It was during this time that the young Lehbib decided to enlist in the Sahrawi 
People's Liberation Army, the armed wing of the Polisario Front15.  

During the nineties and two thousand, al-Sahrawi maintained commercial relations 
with the Malian population of the Azawad. He also established close ties with the nascent 
factions of Islamic extremist groups that were taking root in the porous region between the 
Maghreb and the Sahel, where he embraced the Islamist doctrine16.  

                                                           
10  H. Cooper, T. Gibbons-Neff, E. Schmitt, Military Inquiry Finds Soldiers Were Unprepared in Deadly Niger Ambush, in 

«The New York Times», 10 May 2018. https://nyti.ms/2KUjfaY 
11  L.C. Baldor, R. Bynum, Pentagon to Unveil Probe into Niger Attack that Killed 4 U.S. soldiers, in «Usa Today», 9 May 

2018. https://usat.ly/2InrVsC 
12  Ibidem 
13  Europe and USA Take the Fight against Jihadism to Niger, in «Euronews», 3 May 2018. https://bit.ly/2LZmlKC 
14  Ibidem 
15  Active political movement in the former Iberian colony of Western Sahara, which Madrid ceded in 1975 to Morocco 

and Mauritania with a secret agreement contrary to the right of self-determination of the local population 
16  http://diasporasaharaui.blogspot.com/2013/03/qui-est-walid-abou-adnan-sahraoui-le.html 
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The current ISGS chief played a leading role during the 2012-2013 war in Mali, where 
he was the spokesperson for the Movement for uniqueness and jihad in West Africa 
(MUJAO). Which in August 2013 joined the al-Mulaththamin Brigade to form a new group 
called al-Murabiṭun, led by the super-wanted Algerian terrorist Mokhtar Belmokhtar.  

On 14 May 2015, Adnan al-Sahrawi announced of al-Murabitun's bayah17 to Caliph 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, via an audio message, declaring the birth of the Islamic State in the 
Greater Sahara. Nevertheless, a few days later, Belmokhtar disavowed the act of 
submission and reiterated his closeness to al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQMI).  

The Algerian jihadist had always declared himself ideologically distant from the 
Islamic State. Over the years, he had changed his group's name several times, making 
convenient alliances with the most on-trend jihadist formation of the moment. 

Probably this too led Belmokthar's right arm, Abou Abderrahmane El Assanhaj, to the 
decision to make al-Murabitun adhere to the Jama'ah Nusrah al-Islam wal-Muslimin 
(Group for the support of Islam and Muslims - GSIM). The most recent evolution of the al-
Qaeda jihadist network in the Sahel, which arose in early March 2017. 

Belmokhtar's failure to recognize al-Murabitun's affiliation to the Islamic State 
therefore appears to be the cause that led to the split within the group, from which the 
Sahelian branch of the Islamic State, led by Al-Sahrawi, originated. All this has certainly 
affected the late recognition by ISIS leaders of the ISGS affiliation, which will arrive at the 
end of October 2016, a full 17 months after the proclamation of the province of the Islamic 
State in the Greater Sahara. As on other occasions, the approval of the central nucleus will 
take place through an official statement by Amaq, the Islamic State press agency, also 
published on Al-Naba, the weekly newsletter of the al-Baghdadi organization18. 

According to Reuter's analysts, about eighty fighters initially formed the ISGS and 
although it could not count on a high number of troops, from the first actions it was 
considered very dangerous, as reported by local intelligence. Especially regarding the 
tactical convergences of some extremist Islamic formations, which first gravitated into the 
orbit of al-Qaeda. A danger that was later confirmed by the escalation of the attacks and 
the rapid growth of the organization in numerical terms19.  

The ISGS also stood out for the considerable territorial expansion of its activity, which 
over the months has extended to a range of about 800 kilometres, along the border area 
between Niger and Mali, and for about 600 kilometres along the line of the eastern border 
of Burkina Faso with Niger20. It should also be borne in mind that about 90 per cent of the 
group's attacks were carried out within one hundred kilometres of one of these two border 
areas21. 

                                                           
17  Bayah is an Arabic noun which in Islamic terminology indicates an oath of allegiance to a higher authority 
18  T. Joscelyn, C. Weiss, Islamic State recognizes oath of allegiance from jihadists in Mali, in «Long War Journal», 31 

October 2016. https://bit.ly/2ISw0R2 
19  https://ctc.usma.edu/islamic-state-africa-estimating-fighter-numbers-cells-across-continent/ 
20  P. Le Roux, Exploiting Borders in the Sahel: The Islamic State in the Greater Sahara, Africa Center for Strategic 

Studies, 10 June 2019. https://bit.ly/304Mui3 
21  Ibidem 



The prospects for the post-Bashir political transition in Sudan 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 32 

Recruitment among marginalized communities 

It should also be emphasized that the al-Sahrawi group has succeeded in increasing 
its influence in the area by adopting the strategy of intervening in ethnic conflicts to recruit 
new proselytes among marginalized communities. In particular the Fulani, among whom it 
has gained considerable popular support.  

The lack of economic opportunities and social marginalization have certainly had a 
decisive influence on the decision of many young Fulani to enlist in the ranks of the ISGS. 
Proof of this is the fact that joining an extremist group in the Tillabéri region (Western 
Niger) is often associated with a high social status22. 

In this regard, a study of the Critical Threats (CT) geopolitical analysis project, with a 
focus on US strategy in the Sahel, recalls that the tactics of sectarian inclusion were 
already implemented in the past by the notorious Jordanian jihadist Abu Musab al Zarqawi, 
founder of al Qaeda in Iraq, the most immediate precursor of the Islamic State23. 

Taking advantage of the economic hardship and ethnic tensions, which at local level 
long-standing contrast Tuareg and Fulani, the Al-Sahrawi group managed to enlist the 
latter among its ranks24. All this triggered a heated conflict in the Ménaka Region in 
eastern Mali, near the border with Niger. Where in 2017 and 2018 there were numerous 
clashes between the Fulani militia, linked to the ISGS, and the former rebels of the 
Movement for the salvation of the Azawad (MSA) and Groupe Autodéfense Touareg 
Imghad et Alliés pro-Bamako (GATIA)25.  

Both formations in June 2015 signed the agreement for peace and reconciliation in 
Mali, signed in Algiers to resolve the conflict that broke out three years earlier with the 
Tuareg rebellion against the Bamako government. For this reason, on several occasions, 
they have benefited from the support of the Malian army and the French-led operation 
Barkhane26. 

This dynamic has given a significant ethnic connotation to the growing violence in the 
Sahel, which the two pro-government Tuareg GATIA and MSA militias opposed ISGS, 
whose file includes a large component of members of the Fulani community. 

Without forgetting, that at the base of the violence in the remote desert region, in 
addition to the atavistic rivalry between Tuareg and Fulani, there would also be control of 
drug trafficking, arms and migrants in transit to the north of Mali and the domination of 
large territories without read, abandoned by Bamako to their fate. 
 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Until now, efforts to limit the expansion of jihadists in these areas have favoured 
military operations, but the results have not been satisfactory, as this approach has 
accentuated local antagonisms more than it has contained violence.  

                                                           
22  https://africacenter.org/security-article/if-victims-become-perpetrators-vulnerability-resilience-violent-extremism-sahel/ 
23  Emily Estelle, ISIS Affiliate Expands in the Sahel, Critical Threats, 5 October 2018. https://bit.ly/2MdWsKf 
24  C. Meynial, Alpha Oumar Ba-Konaré: «Les djihadistes utilisent la fragilité des bergers peuls», in «Le Point Afrique», 

12 July 2017. https://bit.ly/2kD4m48 
25  These are two pro-government formations opposed to the implementation of the peace process launched in June 

2015 between the Bamako government and the Coordination of Azawad Movements (CMA) 
26  French-led Operation Barkhane is an anti-terrorist force of around 4,500 units active in the Sahel to counter the 

various jihadist groups operating in the region  
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Witness the fact that the pace of ISGS attacks has never diminished, even after the 
news that, in early 2018, Al Sahrawi had been injured during clashes with the Tuareg 
GATIA and MSA militias27. Moreover, to cure himself he would have been forced to move 
to the Gourma region.  

The pressure on the group has also increased on the American side, after the US 
State Department inserted the ISGS in the list of foreign terrorist organizations in May 
2018 and al-Sahrawi was designated a "global terrorist"28. 

In August 2018, the commitment of the international counter-terrorism missions 
operating in the area forced the surrender of the Malian emir Sultan Ould Bady, leader of 
the Salahuddin Brigade, merged at the end of 2017 into the ISGS. Also in August last 
year, the Barkhane mission announced the death in an air strike of one of the most 
important al-Sahrawi lieutenants, Mohamed Ag Almouner. The jihadist, better known as 
Tinka, was one of the super wanted men of the group because in October 2017 he 
coordinated the assault on Tongo Tongo, in which were killed the four US soldiers. 

A further contribution to the fight against al-Saharawi militiamen should come from 
the Joint G5 Sahel Force (FCG5S), established in February 2017 to fight radical Islamic 
groups in the border areas of the five member countries (Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, 
Mauritania , Chad), which however has not yet reached its full operational capacity29.  

Undoubtedly, international military interventions are an essential part of the fight 
against terrorism, but they have the risk of neglecting other factors of instability, which in 
this case have been fueled by the use of armed groups of former Tuareg rebels, who have 
triggered a worrying spiral of inter-community violence. 

In such a scenario, it is clear that the ISGS, in addition to remaining one of the most 
active groups in the area, can also take advantage of this situation by siding in defence of 
marginalized communities, as already happened for the Fulani of the Menaka region. 

Despite the intense counter-activity of the United Nations mission in Mali 
(MINUSMA), of the Barkhane operation, of the G5 Sahel Force and the AFRICOM 
support, the road to bend the onset of ISGS is still uphill. In the meantime, further 
strengthening of local, national, regional and international alliances will be necessary to 
reduce the ability of the group loyal to the Islamic State to strike down the long borderlines 
of Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso and block its uprising. 

                                                           
27  www.tamoudre.org/geostrategie/terrorisme-geostrategie/menaka-traque-et-tres-blesse-par-la-coalition-msa-gatia-al-

sahraoui-a-fui-la-region-pour-se-refugier-dans-le-gourma/ 
28  www.state.gov/state-department-terrorist-designations-of-isis-in-the-greater-sahara-isis-gs-and-adnan-abu-walid-al-

sahrawi/ 
29  www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2019-05/group-of-five-for-the-sahel-2.php 
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The Iran-United States clash: what remains of the nuclear 

agreement? 

 

After a twelve-year negotiation, in 2015, Iran and the P5+1 countries group (United 
States, Russia, China, France, Germany and the United Kingdom), signed an agreement 
that imposed limitations on Iran's nuclear program in exchange for the elimination of 
sanctions imposed on Tehran by the United Nations, the European Union and the United 
States: the JCPOA, Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action1, inserted in the United Nations 
Security Council Resolution n. 2231/20152. 

The agreement included a roadmap, commitments from both sides and a series of 
deadlines for a total of 25 years: the last JCPOA clause was designed to be extended until 
2035. The JCPOA placed the Iranian nuclear program under the control of the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), with a "snapback" mechanism of sanctions in 
the event that the joint Commission, composed of the 5+1, based on the IAEA reports, had 
found an irregular behavior by Tehran. 

However, the unexpected happened. In May 2018, the Trump administration 
withdrew the US from the JCPOA and has been implementing an increasingly pressing 
sanction policy ever since. The European Union has laboriously tried to protect itself from 
Washington's secondary sanctions, but US hegemony in the international financial 
system3, the desire not to cause break-ups with the overseas ally and EU foreign policy 
weakness led to a timid response, while Iran continued to fulfill its obligations, as certified 
periodically by IAEA. 

At the end of May 2018, the Secretary of State Pompeo presented a list of 12 
requests to Tehran4, some diktat that aimed at ending the ballistic missile proliferation, the 
interruption of the development of missile systems with nuclear capabilities, the cessation 
of support to Hezbollah, Hamas and Islamic Jihad in order to contain Iranian influence in 
the region. The escalation began leading gradually to increased tension5. 

On May 8th 2019, Tehran said it was ready to resume some activities of the nuclear 
program if the European Union had not implemented countermeasures against US 
sanctions since, with Washington’ withdrawal, the agreement became for Tehran a 
renunciation of its nuclear program with no corresponding advantage. On May 12th, 4 
tankers of different nationalities were attacked in the Strait of Hormuz and Washington 
blamed Tehran. On May 14th, some drones of the Yemenite rebels Houthi6 - close to Iran 
and opposed to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates - hit a Saudi pumping station.  

                                                           
1  A. Perteghella, “Perché l’Iran torna ad arricchire l’Uranio”, ISPI, 8 luglio 2019; https://bit.ly/2LXraHh.  
2  https://bit.ly/2Ob8fvE  
3  S. Fleming, “Currency warrior: why Trump is weaponizing the dollar”, Financial Times, July 1, 2019. 
4  Al Jazeera, “Mike Pompeo speech: What are the 12 demands given to Iran?”, 21 May 2018; https://bit.ly/2z10w9c.  
5  F. Anderson, “Iran to restart activities at Arak nuclear facility, says official”, The Telegraph, 28 July, 2019; 

https://bit.ly/3158cDd.  
6  Critical Threats, Threat Update, July 3, 2019; https://bit.ly/2GwmvbS.  
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https://bit.ly/2z10w9c
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On June 13th, near the Strait of Hormuz, two US oil tankers were attacked, leaving one 
ablaze and adrift, with 44 sailors evacuated from both ships. President Trump blamed Iran 
that denied any involvement. On June 20th, a US military drone (worth $ 100 million) was 
shot down by Tehran; according to President Rouhani it had violated the Iranian airspace. 
In late June, there was another attack on two oil tankers in the Gulf of Oman7 of which 
President Trump has accused the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, IRGC, (Pasdaran). 
The White House had therefore decided a military attack on Iran, canceled later on, in 
retaliation for the drone's downing, and imposed further sanctions against Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei and senior IRGC officials8. 

On June 26th, Iran officially announced that it had begun to accumulate stocks of 
enriched uranium exceeding the 300kg limit set by the JCPOA and on July 7th it exceeded 
the threshold for enriching uranium, 3,67%, now at 5%. The increase in the percentage of 
uranium enrichment up to 5% is far from the nuclear threshold that requires reaching 90%. 
If the enrichment reaches 20% instead9, as before the JCPOA10, the required time to reach 
the nuclear threshold would be 3-4 months, compared to the current 12 months. These 
are, therefore, political signals. 

On July 4th, the United Kingdom seized the Iranian-owned flying Panama flag Grace 
One, stopped off Gibraltar on charges of transporting oil to Syria, in violation of European 
sanctions. In retaliation11 followed the kidnapping, on July 19 by IRGC, of the Swedish oil 
tanker with British flag Stena Impero. On the same day, London confirmed the extension of 
the detention status for Grace One and decided that the Royal Navy will escort ships flying 
British flag in transit through the Strait of Hormuz12: 1/3 of the oil and 30% of the world gas 
exported pass through there13. Maritime insurance premiums have already increased 
tenfold and due to precarious security conditions14, some insurance companies refuse to 
cover the Gulf routes. At the end of July, Iran declared it was ready for swapping ships 
with the United Kingdom15. The then British Foreign Minister Hunt proposed the creation of 
a European naval mission to be deployed in the Persian Gulf to protect oil tankers in 
transit. The appeal was welcomed by France - ready to assign military resources to the 
mission - Denmark and the Netherlands, which supported the mission project, distinct from 
the US maritime security operations. The proposal to create a European naval mission 
follows Washington’ one: the deployment of an international coalition, Operation Sentinel, 
                                                           
7  Critical Threats, Threat Update, June 20, 2019; https://bit.ly/2ybpRg5.  
8  S. Dowling, “INSTEX: Doubts linger over Europe's Iran sanctions workaround”, Al Jazeera, 1 July 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2RP8t9U.  
9  E. Ventura, “INSTEX: la scommessa europea per salvare l’accordo nucleare con l’Iran”, CeSI, 24 luglio 2019; 

https://bit.ly/317zPv5.  
10  Prima di luglio 2015, l'Iran aveva quasi 20.000 centrifughe. Nell'ambito del JCPOA, è stato limitato a 5.060 

centrifughe e la sua scorta di uranio è stata ridotta del 98%, 300 chilogrammi per i successivi 15 anni. Era anche 
limitato all'arricchimento di non più del 3,67%. Il JCPOA non permette all'Iran di costruire ulteriori reattori ad acqua 
pesante o di accumulare acqua pesante in eccesso, che può essere utilizzata per produrre plutonio ad uso militare 
per 15 anni. 

11  Critical Threats, Threat Update, July 25, 2019; https://bit.ly/2YjmTR9.  
12  E. Geranmayeh, “Prime mover: Johnson and the UK-Iran crisis”, European Council on Foreign Relations, 24 July 

2019; https://bit.ly/2Zj4yVS.  
13  US Energy Information Administration, “The Strait of Hormuz is the world's most important oil transit chokepoint”, 

June 20, 2019; https://bit.ly/2Y5BJyI.  
14  M. Valsania, “Polizze più care, ritardi, sicurezza. Allarme costi nel Golfo Persico”, Il Sole 24 Ore, 30/07/2019; 

https://bit.ly/2ylXvj8.  
15  P. Wintour, “Iran hints at ship swap with UK amid de-escalation efforts”, The Guardian, 24 Jul, 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2JQVty5.  
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with the aim of escorting oil tankers in the Gulf, assuming command and control of the 
operation, while the military ships of the participant countries would conduct escort 
operations (the Reagan administration, during the Iran-Iraq war, had conducted Operation 
Earnest Will). However, military experts have raised doubts about its feasibility, as well as 
the possible consequences, while the "oil tankers war" of various nationalities continues16. 

On July 8th, Iran declared that Europe has 60 days to save the agreement, 
meanwhile it will continue to exceed the parameters set by the JCPOA 17: September 6th 
is the next deadline. 

On July 18th, Washington decided to send 500 troops to the Prince Sultan airbase in 
Saudi Arabia to counter the threat posed by Iran18, even if the Congress has not yet 
received notification of troop movement: in May the USS Abraham Lincoln, some B-52 
bombers and a Patriot antimissile battery had already been sent to the area. 

On July 22nd, it was reported19 that 17 people accused of spying on behalf of the 
Central Intelligence Agency 20 had been arrested and condemned to death sentence in 
Iran: Washington promptly denied any involvement. 

On July 28th, an extraordinary meeting of the Joint Commission of the joint action 
plan, JCPOA, was held in Vienna, bringing together the E3+2 (China, France, Germany, 
Russia, United Kingdom) and Iran21. It was reaffirmed the intention to preserve the 
agreement and to continue the discussions.  

The Iranian news agency ISNA leaked that it is planned to restart the activities of the 
heavy water Arak’ reactor (used to produce plutonium), but Iran would renounce in case of 
new negotiations: Tehran made clear that these are reversible steps since the dialogue is 
not closed22, not even towards Riyhad. Iran's decision to restart the Arak reactor is part of 
its maximum pressure push back strategy. 

President Rouhani has stated that Iran is willing to undertake fair, honest and fair 
negotiations23, but that does not mean a surrender. Foreign Minister Mohammad Zarif, in 
several interviews released in New York in July, made clear that the Iranian condition to 
resume nuclear negotiations is the end of US sanctions. Ayatollah Khamenei’ military 
consultant, Hossein Dehghan, an IRGC high commander, has declared instead that no 
negotiation is possible with Washington24 under any circumstances. 

Tehran is increasing pressure on the EU, Russia and China - the remaining parts of 
the JCPOA - to find ways to ensure the continuation of the agreement, but it is a factor of 
negotiating pressure also towards the United States, thus indicating that the policy of 
maximum pressure has costs and implications for the entire international community. 
                                                           
16  BBC News, “Iran sizes another foreign tanker in the Gulf”, August 5th, 2019; https://bbc.in/2wEi4GY.  
17  CBC, “Iran breaches key uranium enrichment limit in nuclear deal, UN watchdog confirms”, July 8, 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2K8mhKb.  
18  D. S. Correl, “The US is reportedly preparing to send 500 troops to Saudi Arabia amid friction with Iran”, Business 

Insider, 18 July 2019; https://bit.ly/2Kj6U0F.  
19  France24, “Réseau de la CIA" démantelé en Iran : 17 arrestations, des peines de mort prononcées”, 22/07/2019, 

https://bit.ly/2O9KOmn.  
20  International Crisis Group, Iran Briefing Note#6, 25 July 2019; www.crisisgroup.org.  
21  EU External Action, “Chair's statement following the 28 July 2019 meeting of the Joint Commission of the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action”, 28/07/2019; https://bit.ly/2OmqmPa.  
22  Al Jazeera, “Iran threatens to reduce nuclear deal commitments further”, 31 July 2019; https://bit.ly/2YCKIaI.  
23  Reuters, “Iran is ready to negotiate but not if negotiations mean surrender: Iran president”, July 24, 2019; 

https://reut.rs/2Y5k3UE.   
24  Reuters, “Top Khamenei aide says no talks with U.S. under any circumstances”, July 24, 2019; 

https://reut.rs/2SEbcmI.  
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Iran shows that it can impose costs on both Washington and its allies, and the failure 
of any policy that aims to corner or to persuade it to negotiate under pressure. The White 
House, on the other hand, is convinced of the reverse process: the pressure on Tehran will 
lead Iran to re-negotiate the agreement. 

The immediate effects of Washington's maximum pressure are the serious 
consequences on the economy25 and the weakening of President Rouhani26. Since 2017, 
Washington has included some 1,000 Iranian or Tehran-related entities subject to 
sanctions in the "black list", thus affecting 80% of the country's economic sectors. The re-
imposition of US sanctions on Iran has already had significant costs for the country: 
depreciation of the national currency by 70%, bringing inflation to 37%, increasing the 
prices of food and medicines by 40 and 60%, removing most foreign investors and 
complicating international transactions. The International Monetary Fund, IMF, forecasts a 
6% contraction of the Iranian economy throughout 2019. Many basic raw materials are 
scarce and the rationing lines, that became familiar to the Iranians in the eight years’ war 
with Iraq, is the routine. Right now, the most visible effects are a - necessary for survival - 
reduction of support to Teheran’ proxies: Hezbollah and Syrian President Bashar al Assad. 

President Rouhani is increasingly in trouble, he must face the most conservative wing 
of the regime indeed - in recent years Ayatollah Khamenei had advised him against taking 
the negotiation path with the US. Despite this, there are currently no clear signs that 
Tehran is approaching capitulation or that regime change is likely. 

Washington's statements are adamantine with respect to not pursuing a regime 
change, but the orientation of the National Security Advisor, John Bolton27 could go the 
opposite way given the sanctions imposed on the Foreign Minister Zarif28. However, on 
July 31st Bolton announced that the United States will renew the exemptions from the 
sanctions for Iran's nuclear programs that allow Russia, China and European countries to 
continue their civil nuclear cooperation with Tehran29 for further 90 days. 

Iran has been a pillar of global energy markets for a century: the only previous 
interruption in Iranian oil supply was a British embargo in 1951-53. That block ended with a 
US intervention that helped to blow up a problematic Iranian leadership. At that time, this 
seemed a victory for Washington; in the long term, US intervention to overthrow nationalist 
Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadeq turned out to be counterproductive for both 
American and Iranian interests. 

The Islamic Republic does not have a Mossadeq, but its current leaders have few 
good options for breaking the US siege. There is some debate within the establishment 
about how to handle American’ posture but, for now, there is willingness to negotiate.          
The Iranian revolutionary system has survived for forty years during different crises with a 
combined formula of control of public opinion, smuggling to evade sanctions and tactical 
cooperation with other world powers that could allow the regime to survive unscathed. 

                                                           
25  S. Maloney, “As Trump moves to cut off Iran’s oil revenues, what’s his endgame?”, Brookings Institution, April 22, 

2019; https://brook.gs/2Gn3712.  
26  E. Geranmayeh, “How Europe Can Save What’s Left of the Iran Nuclear Deal”, Foreign Policy, 12 July 2019;  

https://bit.ly/2XJUeEL.  
27  E. Geranmayeh, E. Batmanghelidj, “Bankless task: can Europe stay connected to Iran?”, ECFR, 10th October, 2018; 

https://bit.ly/2ywrlRF.  
28  Al Jazeera, “US imposes sanctions on Iranian Foreign Minister Zarif”, August 1, 2019; https://bit.ly/2GCT7AI.  
29  Reuters, “U.S. will extend sanctions waivers for Iran nuclear programs: Bolton”, 31 July 2019; https://reut.rs/2yrw1IT.  
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The sanctions inflict a heavy cost on the society, worsening the pre-existing 
distortions of corruption and mismanagement that plague Iran. The American pressure 
surely will exacerbate a wave of internal discontent, the true vulnerability of the Islamic 
Republic. The open American antagonism provides Tehran with a justification for 
intensifying control and repression and diverting responsibility for the country' problems. 
For the troubled Iran’ leadership, survival equals success, while the White House could 
aim at Iran’ implosion until a regime change happens. In the short term, both Washington 
and Tehran could establish a balance that allows both parties to claim a certain degree of 
victory. It is not a stable equilibrium, and with impulsive leaders engaged in a series of 
clashes although not lethal but progressive, the American-Iranian impasse will persist.  
The real turning point of relations between the two countries are three appointments: in 
2020 the parliamentary elections in Iran, the presidential elections in the United States and 
in 2021 the presidential elections in Iran. 

As Sun Tzu had already suggested, "to the encircled enemy leave an escape route, 
do not press an enemy to the throes"30. Furthermore, the events between the two World 
Wars suggest that humiliating the other party - in that case Germany - is never a good 
idea. President Rouhani is a moderate in the current Iranian landscape, who firmly 
believed in the agreement together with his Foreign Minister Zarif, so now he seems to be 
the best possible ally for the West. Tehran could resist to the end, imposing enormous 
sacrifices on the population, but relies on the "rally around the flag" effect, which, 
ultimately, made it last for forty years against everyone. 

General Alireza Tangsiri, IRGC Navy’ commander, recalled the energy security 
formula that Tehran has observed over the past 30 years, warning that if Iran is prevented 
from exporting oil, its neighbors will face similar obstacles (the importers of China, India, 
Turkey, Singapore and South Korea will be in trouble31). Tehran has a variety of effective 
tools - from undersea mines to cyberwarfare terrorist proxies - to deal with this threat. 

In this challenge, US allies are Saudi Arabia and Israel - which recently conducted a 
test of the new Arrow-3 missile for defensive purposes; the UAE is in favor of a more 
negotiating position32, after withdrawing its troops from Yemen; Oman maintains good 
relations by proposing itself as a mediator and Russia has announced joint maritime 
exercises with Tehran. This crisis has disruptive economic effects in Italy: since the signing 
of the agreement in 2015, 45% of EU investments in Iran were Italian and Tehran had 
become Rome's third largest oil supplier; since November 2018, crude oil imports have 
fallen to zero and Italian exports have fallen by 60%. 

 

                                                           
30  Sun Tzu, “L’arte della Guerra”, Cap. 7, p. 34 e 35. 
31  S. Maloney, “Trump tightens the screws on Iran’s oil”, Brookings Institution, June 29, 2018; https://brook.gs/2KF5IGX.  
32  AP, “UAE and Iran Hold Rare Talks in Tehran on Maritime Security”, New York Times, July 31, 2019; 
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Fonte: U.S. Energy Information Administration and ClipperData, Inc., 2019. 
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Political and security developments in Somalia 

 

Security progress in Somalia came to a standstill in July, when Al Shabaab managed 
to carry out three attacks of great political and media impact. On 13 July, the armed 
movement targeted a hotel in Kisimaio where a meeting of candidates for future regional 
elections was underway. On 22 July, it was the turn of a car bomb in Mogadishu, followed 
by another attack at the heart of the institutions two days later. The operation by which a 
suicide bomber struck the office of the mayor of Mogadishu on 24 July was probably 
aimed at striking the new United Nations representative, the American James Swan, but it 
succeeded in bringing about the death of the first citizen of the capital1. 

The escalation of violence has brought the issue of the withdrawal of AMISOM, 
theoretically scheduled for the end of 2020, back into the limelight. In May, the Security 
Council voted to extend the mandate of the mission for a further twelve months, at the 
same time sanctioning a reduction of one thousand units. This measure was not 
unanimously shared: if Western Countries were pushing for the reduction of the contingent 
and the associated financial burden, the countries of the African Union supported by the 
United Nations secretariat, hoped for the maintenance of existing numbers, so as to 
remedy the delays in the formation of the Somali army2. The decision to evacuate a 
thousand Burundian soldiers was, however, the result of a compromise with the reality on 
the ground. Theoretically, the plan to transfer 12 military bases to the Somali armed forces 
by the end of 2019 should have resulted in a reduction of up to two thousand personnel. 
This would have allowed the mission to be decommissioned on time, but would have 
entailed excessive risks of repercussions on the civilian population3. 

Al Shabaab's operations are partly the result of the disengagement of international 
partners from Somalia. The planned reduction of AMISOM goes hand in hand with the 
early end of the UAE's military cooperation programme, with the inevitable consequences 
in terms of opening up new gaps in the security system. Britain's decision to create a new 
training base for Somali armed forces in Baidoa partially fills the void in the central regions 
of the country, where the Islamist insurgency has managed to regain ground in recent 
months.4 However, reading the Mogadishu and Kismaio attacks solely on the basis of 
AMISOM's diminished military projection capacity might be reductive. The attack on the 
mayor's office on 24 July represents a clear advance in the logistical capacity of the armed 
movement, since it took place in an area under close surveillance. It is therefore difficult to 
think that such an operation could have taken place without some form of complicity from 
within the establishment.  

 

                                                           
1  TPI, 1 August 2019. See: https://www.tpi.it/2019/08/01/somalia-sindaco-mogadiscio-morto/ 
2  Letter dated 10 May 2019 from the Secretary-General addressed to the President of the Security Council, 

S/2019/388. 
3  Letter dated 10 May 2019 from the Secretary-General addressed to the President of the Security Council, 

S/2019/388, p. 14. 
4  https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-opens-new-training-centre-for-the-somali-national-army-in-baidoa--2 
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What emerged at the end of July from an investigation by the New York Times is 
paradigmatic of the fragility of the government/terrorism divide. The American newspaper 
has overshadowed the hypothesis of a Qatari involvement in the attack that had hit the 
commercial capital of Puntland, Bosasso, in May, initially attributed to the local cell of 
ISIS5. An audio recording between a Somali entrepreneur linked to the Emir Al Thani and 
the ambassador of Qatar in Mogadishu would lead the explosion back to filo-Qatar 
elements determined to push DP World out of the area6. Although Doha and Mogadishu 
have bluntly denied it, the hypothesis could attest to the fact that the galaxy of the armed 
insurrection in Somalia can occasionally play the role of a front man to cover logic and 
interests of various kinds, which cannot always be traced back to the dichotomy between 
institutional and terrorist actors. 
 

The internal political situation 

One of the reasons for the surge in attacks could be the approaching of the 2020 and 
2021 electoral deadlines for the renewal of regional and national offices respectively.        
The Al Shabaab, on the other hand, has every interest in delegitimising the vote through 
demonstrations of force aimed at imposing abstention in the districts under its control, in a 
manner not dissimilar to what happened in the 2017 presidential elections. This is the 
background to the assassination of one of the elders in charge of the Jubbaland Regional 
Electoral Commission and the threat of retaliation against those who take part in the 
electoral process7. 

The renewal of regional institutions is causing renewed tensions between the various 
levels of administration. The first part of 2019 saw a gradual improvement in the relations 
between Mogadishu and its regional partners after the impasse that had marked much of 
2018. In January, senior members of the federal government attended the investiture 
ceremony of the new president of Puntland, Said Abdullahi Deni, who promoted a policy of 
reconciliation. A clarification had also materialized in the relationship with Jubbaland, with 
which all interactions were interrupted after the conflict in the summer of 2018 on the 
appointment of the heads of regional armed forces in the south8. In March Prime Minister 
Khaire visited Chisimaio to mark a first rapprochement, reciprocated by regional president 
Ahmed Madobe a few weeks later. The favourable climate had made it possible to reach 
an important agreement on the distribution of (potential) oil revenues, triggering a 
parliamentary procedure which should soon lead to the allocation of the first concessions9. 
However, controversies over the organisation of regional elections brought the clock back 
to its 2018 lows.  

                                                           
5  Al Jazeera, 23 July 2019. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/07/qatar-somalia-deny-nyt-bombing-news-report-

190723204815882.html 
6  The New York Times, 22 July 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/22/world/africa/somalia-qatar-uae.html 
7  All Africa, 2 August 2019. https://allafrica.com/stories/201908020332.html 
8  Report of the Secretary-General on Somalia (S/2018/800). https://reliefweb.int/report/somalia/report-secretary-

general-somalia-s2018800 
9  Reuters, 20 May 2019. https://www.reuters.com/article/somalia-oil/somalia-passes-petroleum-law-paving-way-for-

exploration-idUSL5N22W3RR. The state-regional agreement states that Mogadishu is entitled to retain 55% of its 
offshore revenues and 30% of its onshore profits, leaving the remaining shares to the administrative units directly 
affected by the operations. GoobJoog News, 12 May 2019. https://goobjoog.com/english/member-states-to-get-45-in-
offshore-revenue-fgs-fms-pact/ 
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The most problematic situation is in Jubbaland, of which the outgoing president 
Ahmed Madobe is the undisputed leader since 2013. The militia of the strong man of 
southern Somalia - composed largely of ex-combatants from the Ras Kamboni group - had 
contributed to the conquest of Kismaio together with the armed forces of Kenya. Since 
then, Madobe has actively collaborated with Nairobi in the management of the common 
border. The privileged relations with his neighbour have earned the President of Jubbaland 
continued support both militarily and politically, as confirmed by his recent re-investment 
by the Ogaden clans in the Kenyan county of Garissa10. Madobe undertook an 
authoritarian turn in recent months to limit the risks of electoral competition, intimidating 
local journalists and unilaterally forming a committee of elders to coordinate the voting 
process11. The president in charge has not given in to the criticism of the federal 
government, which in turn presses for a change of guard in the region, communicating the 
suspension of all cooperation with Mogadishu until the end of counting operations12.        
The reconfirmation of Ahmed Madobe in the August consultations, however, is not a 
foregone conclusion. Federal President Farmajo has lobbied to prevent members of his 
clan - the Marehan - from competing for the presidential office, reserving the competition 
for the Ogaden only13. Madobe, on the other hand, will have to face another important 
candidate, the former spokesman of the Jubbaland Abdinasir Seraar. Seraar commands a 
militia of about a thousand units, thanks to which he was able to break the ban imposed by 
Madobe on electoral propaganda in Chisimaio14. 

In Galmudug, new elections for the renewal of local institutions were supposed to 
take place in July 2019, but there is controversy between Mogadishu and Dhusamareb 
over the date of the vote. Regional president Ahmed Duale did not consider the mandate 
to be exhausted, arguing that its starting point was the agreement for division of powers 
signed with Ahlu Sunna in 201715. Tensions reached a breaking point at the end of May 
when Ahmed Duale announced the temporary suspension of relations with Mogadishu, 
then reassembled at the end of June following the visit of Prime Minister Khaire to 
Dhusamareb16. The situation is complicated by the delicate balance between the regional 
administration and Ahlu Sunna, which has a strong militia in the area. 
 

The international dimension 

The first half of 2019 was also characterised by tensions between the federal 
government and some of its main international partners. The decision by Federal 
President Farmajo to expel the United Nations Special Representative in Somalia - the 
                                                           
10  Citizen TV, 8 february 2019. https://citizentv.co.ke/news/garissa-elders-endorse-re-election-of-jubaland-president-

ahmed-madobe-230626/ 
11  Horn Globe, 24 May 2019, https://hornglobe.com/somalia-jubbaland-security-forces-briefly-detain-tv-journalist-over-

interview-of-victims-family/ 
12  The East African, 27 July 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Somali-farmaajo-islam-madobe-lock-

horns-jubbaland-august-polls/4552908-5212462-e7qlwi/index.html 
13  Daily Nation, 31 July 2019, https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-

Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html 
14  Daily Nation, 31 July 2019, https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-

Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html 
15  United Nations Security Council, Report S/2019/393 of the Segretary General on Somalia, 15 May 2019, p. 2. 
16  All Africa, 27 June 2019. https://allafrica.com/stories/201906280152.html ; Goobjoog news, 24 June 2019. 

https://goobjoog.com/english/president-haaf-accepts-regional-election-says-galmudug-and-ahlu-sunnah-agreement-
is-broken/ 
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British citizen Nicholas Haysom - cooled relations with the United Nations apparatus and 
with Great Britain, the main sponsor of security sector reform. Mogadishu deemed the 
claims of the UN representative to interfere in internal political affairs inacceptable: 
Haysom had been declared persona non grata following a statement that condemned 
violence in the state of South West, where demonstrators in favor of former Al Shabaab 
commander Mukhtar Robow were protesting for his exclusion from the electoral 
competition. Somali foreign minister Ahmed Isse Awad described Haysom's behaviour as 
a violation of diplomatic rules and an attack on Somalia's sovereignty. Since then, 
Mogadishu resisted all pressure from New York to reverse the decision.17 President 
Farmajo's renounce to the dual US citizenship after the attack on the mayor of Mogadishu 
could still mark a partial departure from the Washington-London axis18. The federal 
government also continues to have substantial support from Qatar. Doha donated a batch 
of armoured vehicles to Mogadishu at the beginning of the year to fill the gap left by the 
end of the UAE's military cooperation programme19. In addition, the emirate has given new 
impetus to the financial assistance programme with the start of road rehabilitation projects 
in the Mogadishu area, in cooperation with Turkey20.  

On a regional level, the peace between Ethiopia and Eritrea has undoubtedly 
contributed to strengthening the bargaining position of the federal government21. 
Mogadishu is no longer the arena of a proxy war between Addis Ababa and Asmara, but a 
recognized partner of the new diplomatic axis of the Horn of Africa. The regional strategy 
of Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed includes close cooperation with internationally 
recognised centres of power at the periphery - Asmara and Mogadishu - and the 
downsizing of the informal diplomatic networks connecting Addis Ababa with the various 
Somali regional authorities. This is the case of Somaliland, historical ally of Addis Ababa in 
the containment of Somali irredentism. The statement made by the Ethiopian Prime 
Minister on the respect of Somalia's territorial integrity appeared to be a departure from the 
recognition of Hargeisa's de-facto independence22. The fall of the TPLF in Ethiopia has 
also indirectly weakened the grip on Jubbaland by Ahmed Madobe, for a long time 
beneficiary of the regional security system gravitating around the former president of the 
Somali region - now under arrest - and the Tigrayan Chief of Staff. The reshaping of 
alliances between local actors in Galmudug may also be a partial consequence of the new 
Ethiopian cross-border policy. 

Relations between Somalia and Kenya, on the other hand, remain precarious. 
Nairobi's divide and rule policy did not improve the dialogue with the federal administration,  

                                                           
17  BBC, 2 January 2019. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-46734994 
18  https://www.voanews.com/africa/somalias-president-gives-us-citizenship-unclear-why 
19  Reuters, 17 January 2019. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-qatar-somalia-defence/qatar-gives-somalia-armored-

vehicles-idUSKCN1PB186 
20  MenaFN, 18 February 2019. https://menafn.com/1098138981/Qatar-Starts-200-Million-Dollar-Road-Projects-in-

Somalia-as-UAE-Fails-Somaliland 
21  Al Jazeera, 6 April 2019. https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/political-integration-horn-africa-

190321132102306.html 
22  Somaliland Standard, 19 November 2018. http://somalilandstandard.com/ethiopian-somaliland-relationship-in-the-

era-of-pm-abiy-ahmed-and-president-muse-bihi/ 
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which in turn has accelerated the pace on the territorial dispute in the Indian Ocean to put 
pressure on the neighbor. The two governments maintain divergent perspectives on the 
political future of Jubbaland, where Kenya pushes for the reconfirmation of Madobe23. 
Tensions are also concentrated on the diplomatic status of Somaliland, with which Nairobi 
maintains a direct dialogue24. The marginal role of President Uhuru Kenyatta in the 
regional tripartite directorate between Farmajo, Abiy Ahmed and Isaias Afewerki has 
however provided Mogadishu with the diplomatic inertia to reaffirm its positions in the 
bilateral relationship. At the end of July, the Ethiopian armed forces occupied some military 
outposts apparently evacuated by the Kenyan armed forces at Kisimaio, rebalancing the 
balance of power on the ground in favour of the federal government25. Farmajo has also 
accelerated the dialogue with international investors on oil exploitation in the disputed 
maritime area. The organization of a meeting in London in February to discuss the 
potential of the Somali oil market has rekindled the verbal clash between the two 
countries: Kenya accused its neighbour of "illegal hoarding of Kenya's resources, 
equivalent to an act of aggression" and recalled the ambassador26. The Somali 
government does not seem willing to take steps towards reconciliation, however, as 
suggested by the publication of a report by the Lower House on the damage done by the 
Kenyan armed forces to telecommunications infrastructure in southern Somalia. According 
to the estimates, the Kenyan army destroyed or removed material worth a total of about 
2.5 million dollars during its six-year stay in the south of the country27.  

The diplomatic assertiveness of Mogadishu also emerged with respect to the recent 
attempts by Somaliland to advance its quest for international recognition. The federal 
government has openly criticised Kenya for welcoming Hargheisa's foreign affairs officer. 
Even stronger was the reaction to the reception given by the government of Giunea to the 
President of Somaliland, Bihi, who was received with every honours. In this case, 
President Farmajo did not hesitate to announce the breakdown of bilateral relations, as a 
sign of the unwillingness to compromise on the territorial integrity of Somalia28. 
 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The process of institution-building in Somalia continues to be affected by a number of 
domestic and international factors. The clashes between the Federal President and 
regional authorities over the organisation of the elections show that Somali political actors 
have not yet found a compromise on the legitimate degree of interference by the central 
government in local affairs. However, the re-composition of state-regional relations is 
essential to give new impetus to the government agenda. This applies to the prospects for 
oil exploration in the country, on which the Presidents of Jubbaland and Puntland have 

                                                           
23  Garowe online, 17 february 2019. https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/world/africa/how-jubbaland-leadership-led-

to-the-somalia-kenya-diplomatic-crisis 
24  Crisis Group, Somalia-Somaliland: the Peril of Delaying New Talks, Report 280, 12 July 2019, p. 6. 
25  Stratfor, Situation Report, 30 July 2019. https://worldview.stratfor.com/situation-report/somalia-ethiopian-forces-take-

control-positions-kismayo-after-kenyan-troops 
26  The East African, 9 June 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Somalia-puts-contested-oil-block-territory-

up-for-auction/4552908-5149860-a2mv48z/index.html 
27  GoobJoog news, 27 April 2019. https://goobjoog.com/english/kenyan-forces-destroyed-telco-equipment-in-somalia-

worth-2-5m-since-2012-parliamentary-report/ 
28  Crisis Group, Somalia-Somaliland: the Peril of Delaying New Talks, Report 280, 12 July 2019, p. 6. 
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recently expressed their reservations29, and to the security sector reform as well. 
Mogadishu also needs the cooperation of political actors in the hinterland to manage the 
humanitarian assistance network in the face of the famine that is affecting central and 
southern Somalia, where about 2.2 million people are in a state of severe malnutrition30. 
Disagreements between Somalia's international partners do not facilitate internal dialogue. 
The diversity of views in the Security Council fuels uncertainty about the future of AMISOM 
and its ability to manage an orderly withdrawal.  

                                                           
29  Goobjoog news, 8 May 2019. https://goobjoog.com/english/debate-on-petroleum-bill-commences-as-fms-leaders-

demand-review/ 
30  Somalia 2019: Drought Impact Response Plan, June-December 2019. See: 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%202019%20DIRP.pdf 
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Russian-Georgian relations and the new wave of tension 

 

The tension between Russia and Georgia has come back after Sergey Gavrilov, a 
Russian parliamentarian, presided over the 20th Interparliamentary Assembly on 
Orthodoxy (Tbilisi, 19-23 June 2019), the transnational institution founded in 1994 ( based 
in Athens) to coordinate on a permanent basis the communication and information 
activities of Member State parliamentarians, in order to “promote spiritual values through 
democratic institutions” and “unite Orthodox Christians in diversity by circumventing 
national prejudices linked to national identity or party identity”1. Gavrilov, a practicing 
Orthodox Christian, a member of the Duma since 2007 (Kommunističeskaja partija 
Rossijskoj Federacii, Communist Party), and current president of the Interparliamentary 
Assembly on Orthodoxy, was charged with inaugurating the work of the Assembly and, for 
this reason, he has temporarily occupied the seat reserved for the President of the 
Georgian Parliament2.  

The event sparked a wave of protests, first by several parliamentarians from the main 
parties opposing the majority movement in the Georgian parliament, Georgian Dream-
Democratic Georgia. These opposition parties accused Georgian Dream founder and 
leader, Boris “Bidzina” Ivanishvili, of selling out to Moscow by inviting the 
Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy to hold its annual meeting in Tbilisi3. Secondly, 
thousands of protesters caused unrest in the Georgian capital, forcing the police to use 
tear gas and rubber bullets to prevent the crowd from breaking into parliament buildings. 
The outcome of the clashes, according to the Georgian Minister of Health, was 240 
wounded, including 80 members of the police force4. 

Immediately, the Russian and Georgian executives respectively accused the 
counterpart of instigating the riot. The Georgian President, Salomé Zourabichvili, called 
Russia an “enemy and occupier”, whose “fifth column” would have triggered violent 
protests. Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev judged Zourabichvili's claims as 
“distortion of reality”5.  

The scale of the events had political repercussions, since the protesters demanded 
and obtained the resignation of the President of the Georgian Parliament, Irakli 
Kobakhidze, and also called for the dismissal of the Interior Minister and the holding of 
early parliamentary elections. For its part, Moscow accused Tbilisi of having orchestrated 
“an anti-Russian provocation”, as stated by the Kremlin spokesman, Dmitry Peskov. 
Gavrilov himself, during a press conference on his return to Moscow, said he believed the 
                                                           
1  “Declaration”, Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy, Athens, 29/06/2013, p. 11, cit. (eiao.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/03/Declaration_Body.pdf).  
2  “Who is the Russian Orthodox communist who provoked protests in Tbilisi?”, Jam News, 21/06/2019 (https://jam-

news.net/who-is-the-russian-orthodox-communist-who-provoked-protests-in-tbilisi/).  
3  Giorgi Lomsadze, “Protests erupt in Georgia over Russian MP’s visit”, EurasiaNet, 20/06/2019 

(https://eurasianet.org/protests-erupt-in-georgia-over-russian-mps-visit).  
4  Giorgi Lomsadze, “Violent crackdown throws Georgian ruling party’s survival into question”, EurasiaNet, 21/06/2019 

(https://eurasianet.org/violent-crackdown-throws-georgian-ruling-partys-survival-into-question).  
5  Margarita Antidze, Andrew Osborn, “Georgia and Russia trade blame over unrest as crisis brews”, Reuters, 

21/06/2019 (https://www.reuters.com/article/us-georgia-protests/georgia-and-russia-trade-blame-over-unrest-as-
crisis-brews-idUSKCN1TM0O0).  
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protests were planned following a “deliberate provocation by radicals forces, aimed at 
hindering efforts to strengthen relations between the Russian and Georgian peoples”6.          
On the same day (June 21), Russian President Vladimir Putin ordered the temporary ban 
of civilian flights from Russia to Georgia starting July 8th, also recommending Russian 
travel agencies to suspend tourist tours on Georgian soil7. Nonetheless, a few days later 
the Georgian President Zourabichvili tried to tone down the situation, after inviting Russian 
tourists to continue to visit Geogia8. This decision is likely to have a negative impact on 
Tbilisi, considering that last year – according to data provided by the President of the 
Duma, Vyacheslav Volodin – 2 million Russian tourists visited Georgia (a country of 3.7 
million inhabitants), helping to bring in the Georgian state coffers over $ 3.5 billion (about 
10% of national GDP)9. On 22 June the Russian Ministry of Transport also announced the 
suspension – starting July 8 – of Georgian Airways and MyWay Airlines flights on the 
Russian territory, citing as a reason “the need to guarantee a sufficient level of air safety, 
as well as the outstanding debts (of the Georgian companies vis-à-vis the Russian State 
ATM Corporation) for air navigation activities”10.  

The persistence of demonstrations near the Georgian parliament during the days 
following June 21 led the Tbilisi authorities to comply with some of the protesters' 
demands. As a matter of fact, on June 24, the Public Prosecutor's Office began 
investigating an alleged excessive use of force by some police officers, suspending some 
of them who were involved in the investigation. The political result was the proposal by the 
president of the ruling party Georgian Dream, Bidzina Ivanishvili, to organize parliamentary 
elections in 2020 using a purely proportional voting system. The current system, a 
combination of proportional and majority, had allowed the Georgian Dream movement to 
secure more than 75% of parliamentary seats in the last elections, although it obtained 
48% of the votes. 

The anti-Russian and anti-Putin declaration of a presenter of the Georgian (pro-
opposition) television channel Rustavi 2, Giorgi Gabunia, contributed to exacerbating the 
dialectical confrontation between Moscow and Tbilisi; it was immediately condemned 
harshly by all the institutional leaders, although it rekindled the Russian reactions11.         
On July 9, the day after the ban on air communications between the two countries came 
into force (the Georgian currency, lari, slipped to its historic low against the dollar, losing 
7.3% of its value since the beginning of 2019), the Russian Duma unanimously adopted a 
resolution urging the government to impose severe economic sanctions on Georgia due to 
what were called “hostile actions” of Tbilisi against Moscow. 

                                                           
6  “‘Deliberate provocation’: MP slams Tbilisi unrest as ploy to undermine ties with Russia”, TASS, 21/06/2019, cit. 

(https://tass.com/politics/1064977).  
7  “Putin orders suspension of passenger flights from Russia to Georgia”, Reuters, 21/06/2019 

(https://www.reuters.com/article/us-georgia-protests-russia-flights/putin-orders-suspension-of-passenger-flights-from-
russia-to-georgia-idUSKCN1TM2HR).  

8  “Russian tourists should continue to come to Georgia - President of Georgia”, TASS, 23/06/2019 
(https://tass.com/world/1065142).  

9  “Georgia must ensure security for Russian nationals - lower house speaker”, TASS, 22/06/2019 
(https://tass.com/politics/1065114).  

10  “Flights of Georgian airlines to Russia to be suspended from July 8 - Transport Ministry”, TASS, 22/06/2019 
(https://tass.com/economy/1065119).  

11  Giorgi Lomsadze, “TV host’s profane anti-Putin diatribe vexes both Georgians and Russians”, EurasiaNet, 
08/07/2019 (https://eurasianet.org/tv-hosts-profane-anti-putin-diatribe-vexes-both-georgians-and-russians).  
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Specifically, according to what Volodin claimed, the Duma supported the prohibition 
of importing Georgian wine and mineral water and the blocking of financial remittances 
(641 million dollars in 2018, according to Volodin) of Georgian citizens working in Russia12. 
However, the motion of the Duma was not supported by President Putin, who announced 
that he did not want to impose sanctions because the purpose is to repair, and not to 
worsen, relations with Georgia13.  

From the economic point of view, the blocking of air communications has resulted in 
the cancellation of 80% of Russian tourist bookings in the Georgian Black Sea resorts and 
60% in all of Georgia, according to the president of the Georgian Federation of 
Restaurateurs and Hoteliers. The Georgian National Tourism Administration estimates the 
losses (deriving from this lack of Russian tourist inflow14) at $ 710 million, a substantial 
figure, considering that tourism in Georgia accounts for 7% of GDP15. 

One of the guidelines of this context concerns the political-religious battle for the 
influence within the Georgian Orthodox Church, which is the main proponent of the annual 
meeting of the Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy held in Tbilisi and the sponsor 
of the invitation of the Russian parliamentarian Gavrilov. As a matter of fact, in November 
2017, Elia II, primate of the Georgian Orthodox autocephalous Church, announced the 
procedure for the election of his successor, after the same patriarch of Georgia died. 
According to Georgian expert Gocha Mirtskhulava, Moscow would support Shio Mujiri in 
his rise to the Georgian Patriarchate. Mujiri, an opponent of the recent autocephaly 
proclaimed in December 2018 by the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (perceived as anti-
Russian by the Kremlin and the Moscow Patriarchate), is considered as an advocate of 
greater links with Russian Orthodoxy, although almost the entire Georgian Orthodox 
hierarchy is considered pro-Russian16.  

From a general point of view, the events that have taken place have exacerbated the 
already existing disputes between Russia and Georgia, as well as a certain resentment 
present in a part of Georgian society regarding the sustainability of the approach of 
Georgian Dream movement and its leader Ivanishvili towards Russia, perceived as too 
accommodating after the tensions arising from the 2008 Russian-Georgian war. 

The war events of 2008 and the Russian recognition of the independence of 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia had determined the breaking of diplomatic relations between 
the two countries (2 September 2008). Since March 2009, Russian interests have been 
treated by Russian diplomats at the Swiss embassy in Tbilisi and, proportionally, Georgia 
has operated with its own diplomats at the Swiss representation in Moscow.  

                                                           
12  “Russian Parliament Calls for Sanctions on 'Unfriendly' Georgia”, The Moscow Times, 09/07/2019 

(https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/07/09/russian-parliament-urges-government-to-impose-tough-sanctions-on-
georgia-a66335).  

13  Andrew Osborn, Tom Balmforth, “Putin opposes Russian parliament call for Georgia sanctions”, Reuters, 09/07/2019 
(https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-georgia-russia-sanctions/russian-parliament-urges-government-to-impose-
sanctions-on-georgia-idUKKCN1U411P).  

14  “Russians cancel 80% of hotel bookings on Georgian coast”, TASS, 08/07/2019 
(https://tass.com/economy/1067458). 

15  Fraser Cameron, “Georgia’s European Economic Area ambitions”, Euractiv, 22/07/2019 
(https://www.euractiv.com/section/eastern-europe/opinion/georgias-european-economic-area-ambitions/).  

16  Giorgi Menabde, The Battle for Political Influence in the Georgian Orthodox Church, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, 
No. 101, Jamestown Foundation, 16/07/2019 (https://jamestown.org/program/the-battle-for-political-influence-in-the-
georgian-orthodox-church/).   
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Since then the situation had gradually improved. In November 2012, the then Georgian 
Prime Minister Bidzina Ivanishvili established the figure of the special envoy for relations 
with Russia, appointing the diplomat Zurab Abarshidze (former Georgian ambassador to 
Russia in the period 2000-2004).  

On December 14 of the same year, Abashidze's first meeting took place with Russian 
Deputy Foreign Minister Grigory Karasin, in a Geneva suburb: it inaugurated the 
resumption of direct dialogue between officials from the two countries. Further bilateral 
meetings took place in Prague, the last of which was held on 31 January 2018. On 9 
March 2018, Georgian Prime Minister Giorgi Kvirikashvili issued a statement claiming the 
Georgian readiness to normalize bilateral relations with Moscow. This announcement was 
welcomed by the Russian Foreign Ministry, who reiterated the Russian intention to 
“promote healthy relations with neighbouring Georgia”, as well as to be ready to make 
further progress when also Tbilisi was willing to do so17. 

In the context of recent Russian-Georgian tensions, the United States expressed its 
support for the Georgian position as an anti-Russian stance. Recently, the American 
ambassador in Tbilisi, Elizabeth Rood, defined Russia's suspension of flights to Georgia 
over June 20-21 events as “disproportionate”, calling on Moscow to restore the status quo 
ante18. At the same time, around 1500 American military units arrived in Georgia to carry 
out the seventh edition of the joint military exercises (Agile Spirit 2019, started on July 27), 
which at the beginning had a bilateral character but in recent years they have also involved 
troops from other states (12 this year, all NATO members except Ukraine). It is no 
coincidence that this year's exercises are the largest ever, in an apparent Western support 
for Georgia in the dispute with Moscow, as argued by some analysts19. Precisely as a 
result of the recent tensions with Russia, Georgia has used its European leverage to try to 
calm the regional situation, which was already complicated by the political implications 
arising from a dispute with neighbouring Azerbaijan due to an altercation occurred in the 
monastery complex of Davit Gareja, straddling the border between Azerbaijan and 
Georgia20. President Zurabishvili mentioned current disagreements with Moscow during 
the 16th Batumi International Conference dedicated to the tenth anniversary of the launch 
of the Eastern Partnership, established by the European Union in order to bring Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine and Belarus closer to Brussels’ orbit. Zurabishvili 
suggested that Brussels adopts an ad hoc path to begin the negotiations for the Georgian 
accession to the European Union, following an unconventional, pragmatic, non-institutional 
and non-political process21. 

                                                           
17  “Moscow hails Georgian PM’s intention to normalize relations with Russia”, TASS, 12/03/2018 

(https://tass.com/politics/993616/amp).  
18  “Georgia-Russia: ambasciatrice Usa Rood, Mosca ripristini collegamenti aerei con Tbilisi”, Agenzia Nova, 26/07/2019 

(https://www.agenzianova.com/a/0/2549216/2019-07-26/georgia-russia-ambasciatrice-usa-rood-mosca-ripristini-
collegamenti-aerei-con-tbilisi).  

19  By way of example, see: Joshua Kucera, “U.S. troops in Georgia amid tensions with Russia”, EurasiaNet, 29/07/2019 
(https://eurasianet.org/us-troops-in-georgia-amid-tensions-with-russia).  

20  Rahim Rahimov, Georgian-Azerbaijani Monastery Dispute and the Intersection of Local, National and International 
Drivers of Conflict, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, No. 109, Jamestown Foundation, 30/07/2019 
(https://jamestown.org/program/georgian-azerbaijani-monastery-dispute-and-the-intersection-of-local-national-and-
international-drivers-of-conflict/).  

21  Georgi Gotev, “Georgia suggests taking an unconventional path to EU accession”, Euractiv, 11/07/2019 
(https://www.euractiv.com/section/eastern-europe/news/georgia-suggest-taking-an-unconventional-path-to-eu-
accession/).  
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Overall, it is foreseeable that Russian-Georgian relations will not further deteriorate. 
Despite the fact that over the last few years the majority of the Georgian population has 
looked against Russia – to a large extent due to the 2008 war – part of the local elite 
understands that geographical proximity to the Russian Federation leads at least to 
maintain economic relations. Conversely, bilateral relations are unlikely to achieve 
complete normalization, mainly for geopolitical reasons. As a matter of fact, for Tbilisi any 
attempt to do so should imply the Russian cancellation of the recognition of the 
independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, a condition quite unlikely in the near future. 
As stated by Emil Avdaliani, from a strategic point of view Russia has already achieved its 
goals with Georgia: the creation of bases on Georgian soil (in the two separatist republics 
abovementioned) with the consequent possibility of preventing foreign troops from 
threatening the Federation from Georgian territory, and control over the neuralgic 
mountain passes North to South Caucasus. Tbilisi, for its part, seems to want to continue 
in the new course that provides for the gradual approach to the European Union and to the 
Western stance, while avoiding to officially position itself as an anti-Russian state22. 

 
Events 

 Kazakh Parliament approves the budget for the period 2019-2021 

The Parliament of Kazakhstan has approved the adoption of the national budget 2019-
2021, as well as the measures related to social and economic legislation proposed by 
the new President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev after his election. Among the latter there 
are laws on standardization, special economic and industrial areas, transport, 
naturalization, health care, circulation of drugs and medical devices, employment and 
amendments on housing relations23. As regards the part of the budget dedicated to 
public spending, the Parliament allocated 89.2 billion tenge ($ 232.19 million) for the 
implementation of the presidential decree on measures aimed at reducing the debt of 
Kazakh citizens, 138.6 billion tenge ($ 360.77 million) for measures to encourage 
employment and to support low incomes, large families and young people, and 72.2 
billion tenge ($ 187.93 million) to increase government funds, part of which will be used 
to face the consequences of the explosion in the city of Arys24. 
Among other measures, on July 17 the composition of the National Council of Public 
Trust was unveiled: it is a forum – chaired by the President of the Republic – of 44 
members, including activists and professionals from different sectors, such as human 
rights activist Aigul Orynbek, IT specialist Bagdat Musin, journalist Mikhail Dorofeev, 

                                                           
22  Emil Avdaliani, “What the Protests in Tbilisi Mean for Relations with Russia”, Georgia Today, 24/06/2019 

(http://georgiatoday.ge/news/16203/What-the-Protests-in-Tbilisi-Mean-for-Relations-with-Russia).  
23  Saltanat Boteu, “Kazakh Parliament adopts 2019-2021 national budget, plans to visit regions for population’s 

feedback”, The Astana Times, 9 July 2019 (https://astanatimes.com/2019/07/kazakh-parliament-adopts-2019-2021-
national-budget-plans-to-visit-regions-for-populations-feedback/).  

24  On June 24, the explosion and subsequent fire in an ammunition depot near the town of Arys, in the southern region 
of Turkestan, caused the evacuation of tens of thousands of local inhabitants and the proclamation of a state of 
emergency. As a result of this event, 85% of Arys' buildings were damaged. See: Almaz Kumenov, “Kazakhstan: 
Thousands evacuated following massive arms depot blast”, EurasiaNet, 24/06/2019 
(https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-thousands-evacuated-following-massive-arms-depot-blast); Dilshat Zhussupova, 
“Kazakhstan hopes to complete main restoration of Arys by August, says Prime Minister”, The Astana Times, 
19/07/2019 (https://astanatimes.com/2019/07/kazakhstan-hopes-to-complete-main-restoration-of-arys-by-august-
says-prime-minister/).  
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economist Oraz Zhandosov, and Danya Yespayeva, presidential candidate of the liberal 
party Ak Zhol (Ақ жол Демократиялық Партиясы)25.  
Another provision implemented by the Kazakh authorities is the appointment of a 
famous Kazakh television personality, Aruzhan Sain, as the new Ombudsman for 
children's rights, a particularly delicate role in a country characterized by high suicide 
rates among young adolescents26 and violence in schools27. This appointment was well 
received by the media circuit, considering that Aruzhan Sain has a good public 
reputation since in 2006 she created a charitable foundation that collects money for sick 
children going abroad to receive medical treatment: in over 13 years, her foundation has 
subsidized care for over 1750 children28. 
In addition to the new budget legislation, MEPs have begun working on other measures 
including an agreement on cooperation in the fight against cybercrimes between 
members of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), a Kazakhstan-Ukraine 
extradition treaty, amendments to the agreement between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 
on border crossing points, changes to the Convention on public access to information, 
and citizen participation in environmental decision-making29. 
All these measures adopted are part of a broader plan by the government to restore 
calm in some sectors of civil society that had demonstrated in the streets during the 
days preceding the presidential elections of June 930, and to bring citizens closer to 
certain stages of the decision-making process. This initiative has also produced the 
adoption by the Kazakh executive of an action plan – approved on July 23 – aimed at 
improving social well-being, increasing salaries and expanding communication between 
government and civil society31.   

 
 

                                                           
25  “Tokayev approves composition of National Council of Public Confidence”, New Europe, 18/07/2019 

(https://www.neweurope.eu/article/tokayev-approves-composition-of-national-council-of-public-confidence/).  
26  “Kazakhstan and Turkey show highest suicide rates among 15-19 y.o. youth”, Tengrinews.kz, 28/09/2014 

(https://en.tengrinews.kz/health/Kazakhstan-and-Turkey-show-highest-suicide-rates-among-15-19-256369/).  
27  Robin N. Haarr, Assessment of violence against children in schools, Office of the Commissioner for Human Rights in 

the Republic of Kazakhstan, UNICEF Office in Kazakhstan & Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Norway, Astana, January 
2013. 

28  Almaz Kumenov, “Kazakhstan: Children ombudsperson appointee sparks hope”, EurasiaNet, 19/07/2019 
(https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-children-ombudsperson-appointee-sparks-hope).  

29  Saltanat Boteu, “Kazakh Parliament adopts 2019-2021 national budget, plans to visit regions for population’s 
feedback”. 

30  Alessio Stilo, «L’espansione dell’influenza russa in Africa», in Centro Militare di Studi Strategici (a cura di), 
Osservatorio Strategico, Anno XXI, numero 1/2019, p. 48. 

31  Aidana Yergaliyeva, “Kazakh government adopts action plan to implement President’s directives on social welfare, 
wages and other key issues”, The Astana Times, 25/07/2019 (https://astanatimes.com/2019/07/kazakh-government-
adopts-action-plan-to-implement-presidents-directives-on-social-welfare-wages-and-other-key-issues/).  
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The Indian People's Party (Bharatiya Janata Party - BJP) wins 

elections: what can we expect from Narendra Modi’s second term  

 

The seventeenth Indian legislative elections confirmed the hegemony of the Bharatiya Janata 
Party on the national political system. Narendra Modi's nationalist party collected 37.5 percent of 
electoral preferences. An achievement that was even more impressive than the 31 percent 
registered in 2014. Thanks to this extraordinary support, the BJP is now in control of 303 
parliamentary seats (again, more than the 282 obtained after 2014 elections), and the party has 
been able to inaugurate his second term maintaining an absolute majority (272 seats).  

Adding the votes collected by the allies with which the BJP founded the National Democratic 
Alliance (NDA) in 1999, Modi can count on 353 seats and 45 percent of electoral preferences.  

The Congress Party and its supporting coalition also registered an increase in electoral 
preferences: the Gandhi family got 52 instead of 44 seats (19.5 percent of the votes), while the 
United Progressive Alliance (UPA) obtained 91 instead of 60 seats (26 percent of preferences).  

The real losers in these elections were the regional parties that choose not to join the Modi 
coalition: they bet on the idea of creating a winning alliance among themselves, but their posture 
did not convince Indian people. Even the Congress Party has lost much of its attractiveness. 
Indeed, the Party increased its support in Kerala and in Punjab, where the extra votes were not the 
result of a decrease in local support for Modi, rather of a shift towards the center of local electorate.  

To understand the priorities, the objectives, and the strategies of the second Modi 
government, it is necessary to reflect both on the reasons for an overwhelming electoral victory, 
which no analyst has been able to anticipate, and on the causes of the final collapse of the Gandhi 
dynasty.  

As for the Congress, the resignation at the beginning of July of Rahul Gandhi, the son of 
Sonia Gandhi, leader of the National Congress Party since December 2017, mark the end of an 
era, one in which for decades the highest positions of the Congress Party, which also had 
Mahatma Gandhi as its leader, were occupied by members of the Nehru-Gandhi family1.  

Rahul took advantage of the umpteenth electoral defeat to take a step back. He used social 
media to justify his resignation emphasizing the need to "assume his responsibilities" to guarantee 
a more stable and successful future for the party. Then, he flew to the United States with his 
mother Sonia and his sister Pryanka2. The Gandhis will therefore be abroad when the Congress 
Working Committee, the party’s body appointed to elect the commission that will then nominate the 
new leader, will convene. 

Making assumptions today about who could be appointed is very difficult. Potential 
candidates are many: from the Dalit leader, Sushil Kumar, to already famous politicians such as 
the former diplomat Shashi Tharoor, Ashok Gehlot and Anand Sharma, to younger leader such as 
Sachin Pilot and Jyotiraditya Scindia. It is certain that those who will be chosen to fill this position 
will have to face a very difficult task: to restructure a party that has lost its traditional unity of 
values, political and economic and social priorities, and also to convince Indian people that the 
Congress Party is still a political party able to express strong and efficient ideas, therefore able to 
confront the BJP. 
                                                           
1  It is important to remember that the whole Indian party system is based on dynasties. The most famous is the Gandhi 

one, mainly because the Congress Party has ruled India for decades, but several others regional parties continue to 
be run as family businesses. 

2  Nello Del Gatto, “India: Rahul esce di scena dopo la sconfitta, i Gandhi pure?”, Affari Internazionali, 16 July 2019, 
https://www.affarinternazionali.it/2019/07/india-rahul-gandhi/  
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While the Congress Party competed for its own survival, the BJP collected many votes for at 
least five reasons. First, the charisma of Narendra Modi, who run a campaign entirely focused on 
his personality and his ability to solve any kind of problem. His constant recourse to nationalism, 
especially in the months preceding the vote, when the BJP leader exploited the Pulwama attack in 
February 2019, in Kashmir, exclusively for electoral purposes, highlighting a muscular nationalism, 
which is not rational rather based on the rhetoric of power and propaganda3. A jihadist group 
based in Pakistan carried out the suicide attack that killed more than forty Indian soldiers in 
February. Modi decided to assume a very firm posture on this issue, ordering air raids on the 
Pakistani territory. Islamabad reacted by attacking two Indian jets, one Indian pilot was captured 
but, because of Modi’s pressures, immediately released. The sudden release of the pilot was 
portrayed by media as a factual and moral "victory" that helped the BJP leader to strengthen 
further his new image of strong man among his nationalist electorate and beyond. 

Modi has been so clever to invite the main regional parties into the National Democratic 
Alliance, aiming at avoiding them to create an alternative alliance and to form, together with the 
Congress Party, an anti-BJP block. Modi also tried to engage the problematic Eastern States by 
promising economic development. They trusted him, and in terms of votes, this investment proved 
to be very rewarding. Finally, Modi exploited the media even more and better than he already did in 
2014, dominating both social media and more traditional channels (print media, radio and 
television), and taking advantage of TV series and movies re-enacting his "success story". These 
series were produced just before the beginning of the electoral campaign and where used all along 
the campaign to further nurture the "myth" of Modi.  

A myth that, however, many scholars find hard to share. Christophe Jaffrelot, one of India's 
most reputable experts in Europe, is very critical in his analysis of the Indian political situation4. 

It is wrong to think that the current success of the BJP depends on the fact that Modi, in his 
first term, managed to keep all or at least some of the promises he made during his first electoral 
campaign. On the contrary, the biggest failure of Modi’s government has been the inability to solve 
the problem of youth unemployment. Statistics are so disappointing (the current unemployment 
rate, which exceeds 6 percent, is the highest in the last 40 years) that Modi completely avoided to 
refer to this topic during the electoral campaign. Foreign investments and exports rates are 
struggling to recover. On top of that, the negative effects on liquidity and the informal economy 
created by 2016 demonetization have not been completely overcome. Even in the countryside, the 
BJP has lost some of its previous appeal. The problem is that Modi recently decided to freeze the 
prices of agricultural products to favour the interests of urban population, which represent the hard 
core of his party's supporters. A choice that has created a widespread discontent that, in 2018 
elections, the BJP paid losing the control of key states such as Chhattisgarh and Madhya 
Pradesh5.  

It was probably also because of these difficulties that, even before the new electoral 
campaign started, Modi decided to concentrate on security and nationalism, trying to capitalize on 
a different image than the one of the “man capable of creating prosperity and well-being for the 
country” used in 2014, embracing the rhetoric of the “strong man” capable of protecting the nation 
in a region that is becoming more and more unstable and problematic. The way Modi handled the 
escalation of tensions with Pakistan is just one of many examples of this change in strategy and 

                                                           
3  Christophe Jaffrelot, “En Inde, comment remporter les élections avec un bilan désastreux », Le Monde Diplomatique, 

July 2019, pp. 10-11. 
4  Corinne Delroy, “L’Inde de Modi : national-populisme et démocratie ethnique”, Cogito, Le Magazine de la Recherche, 

Sciences Po, 6 July 2019, https://www.sciencespo.fr/research/cogito/home/linde-de-modi-national-populisme-et-
democratie-ethnique/  

5  Christophe Jaffrelot, op. cit. 
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approach. Another one is certainly the announcement of the intention to expel illegal migrants from 
Bangladesh currently living in India.  

Another false myth associated to Premier Modi is the one of being a leader “close to people”. 
In 2014, Modi received most of its electoral support from people belonging to the highest castes. 
They voted for Modi to protest against ten years of Congress Party rule in which a series of 
measures were implemented to increase lower classes and Muslims rights, especially in 
universities in terms of access to education and scholarships.   

Modi's rhetoric was therefore investing in two different directions: to lower casts Modi 
introduced himself as the “self-made man”, a man who could turn dreams into reality, and who 
would do its best to protect the interests of the Hindu population. To the rest of India, Modi 
appeared as the man committed to undermine the existing establishment embodied in the Nehru-
Gandhi dynasty, limiting the spreading of its values and its ideas. Thanks to this convincing 
narrative most of Indian people, belonging to the highest castes voted for Modi and the new 
Premier thanked them by co-opting a significant number of higher classes’ representatives in the 
Parliament: it was from the 1980s that the Indian Parliament did not count so many exponents of 
the most prestigious castes. 

Despite his formidable speaking skills, Modi continues to refuse to interact with the press 
directly and transparently. Throughout his first term of office, he never organized any press 
conferences, and during his second electoral campaign, he refused to confront his opponents in 
public debates. He released just a couple of interviews to some regional newspaper, often owned 
by businessmen very close to the government, responding to questions that had been previously 
anticipated to him6.   

Professor Christophe Jaffrelot fears that, today, the rule of law in India is in danger, and 
indeed the country is making significant steps backwards in all international rankings assessing 
factors linked to the state of democracy: attacks against minorities have increased, especially 
regarding Christian and Islamic communities; appointments to key positions of people that are very 
close to the prime minister have increased (especially within the university and the intelligence 
communities), leading many to question the neutrality of the state. The tightening of foreign funding 
to non-governmental organizations has forced many of these structures to stop working in India7. 
Finally, Modi’s choice to authorize anonymous funding in 2016 has created many rumours. This 
choice has indeed allowed the BJP to receive large transfers of money eliminating the need to 
disclose the details of the strong connections between wealthy businessmen and the party8.  

 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

According to Professor Jaffrelot, to understand Indian priorities in the coming years it is 
necessary to keep in mind that the country aspires to become a relevant world power. Modi's 
ambitions become even clearer by looking at the amount of investments allocated to the military 
sector. The Premier his capitalizing on the image of the “strong man”, but it is desirable that he will 
use all his power to address all the economic issues that are it is to be hoped that he wants to use 
the power he has managed to concentrate in his hands to respond quickly, in a targeted and 
effective manner to the many economic problems that continue hampering national economic 
growth.   

                                                           
6  Ibid. 
7  Corinne Delroy, op. cit.  
8  “BJP flush with poll cash, no questions asked in these elections”, The Telegraph, 2 May 2019, 

https://m.dailyhunt.in/news/india/english/the+telegraph-epaper-
telegrap/bjp+flush+with+poll+cash+no+questions+asked+in+this+election-newsid-115228825 
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Modi has two more challenges to deal with. One is the strong opposition and obstructionism 
characterizing all national states that are not under a BJP local government. The second is the 
resentment that is emerging among all minorities, both religious and non-religious, which are 
feeling excluded from the nation that Modi is trying to build.   

The change of attitude towards Pakistan is not only linked to an electoral strategy. Differently 
from what happened in 2014, when Modi surprised all Indian analysts by inviting his Pakistani 
counterpart to the opening ceremony of his first government, launching a strong signal of détente 
for the entire region, this time the Pakistani Prime Minister, Imran Khan, has not even been 
contacted9.  

As far as China is concerned, the Premier continues to be against One Belt One Road 
project, mainly because the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor is expected to cross the Pakistani 
portion of Kashmir. For India, the corridor would implicitly legitimize Islamabad's sovereignty over 
the territory and, therefore, encircle India. Again, Modi fears that, without a decisive intervention by 
New Delhi, countries like Sri Lanka and Nepal may end up becoming Chinese de facto 
protectorates.  

That being said, Modi is perfectly aware that he is not able to resist China alone, and he is 
doing his best to consolidate new alliances with countries such as Japan, Australia, and the United 
States. Yet, over the last few months, Washington started changing its attitude towards New Delhi. 
President Donald Trump has embraced a strong anti-Indian rhetoric that has led the local press to 
talk about a possible "second trade war". In March, the United States lifted the exemption from 
payment of duties on aluminium and steel to India, after the two countries failed to agree on a new 
regulation on e-commerce. At the beginning of June, Trump chose to withdraw the United States 
from a very special trade agreement they had with India and thanks to which a series of Indian 
products have been imported into the United States without customs tariffs for years10. In mid-
June, the Indian government introduced customs duties on 28 American products as a form of 
retaliation against a measure they declared as unexpected and unjustified. If on the one hand it will 
be difficult to recover Washington's trust and support in a short time, on the other hand, the 
American anti-India posture is indirectly interfering with the strengthening of the alliances with 
Tokyo and Canberra, as none of them want to risk its own relationship with the United States for 
India.   

It is not a coincidence that, today, India is considering to abandon the idea of supporting the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), the strategic military alliance including India, the United 
States, Australia, and Japan, to invest in the consolidation of a free and open region, by remaining 
available to cooperate with any nation interested in supporting the ideal of promoting shared peace 
and prosperity11.  

At the same time, it is surprising to think that, to become a regional power, India needs to be 
perceived politically stable, economically prosperous, and dynamic power, open to foreign trade 
and capable to set up a robust industrial system. Modi is perfectly aware of this caveat, and 
indeed, he has already started discussing the goals of his economic strategy. Transforming the 
country into an economy of 5 trillion dollars by 2024, aiming at doubling its current capacity, and 
reforming the agricultural sector.  

                                                           
9  Christophe Jaffrelot, op. cit.  
10  This is the "Generalized System of Preferences" program, which allows developing countries to export their products 

to the US. Thanks to this system, in 2018, goods for $142 billion were sold to the United States. 
11  Jabin T Jacob, “India must create and lead a new regional grouping to replace Quad”, Moneycontrol, 12 June 2019, 

https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/india/politics-india-must-create-and-lead-a-new-regional-grouping-to-replace-
quad-4086401.html 
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He also appealed Indian people to engage in a collective struggle "against poverty, unemployment, 
drought, pollution, corruption and violence", to create, together, a "new India" by 202212. 

In short, Modi has returned to propaganda, with no plans or tangible strategies to follow. 
Paradox of paradoxes, to succeed he needs to invest in infrastructures, which have always been 
the weakest link in India, and in the telecommunications field, two areas in which India already 
asked China to help to fix some of the existing gaps.  

 
 

                                                           
12  “Making India $5 trillion economy challenging but achievable: PM Modi”, The Times of India, 16 June 2019, 

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/articleshow/69801618.cms?utm_source=twitter.com&utm_medium=social&utm_ca
mpaign=TOIDesktop&utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst 
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Latin America 2.0. Social media and politics in Brazil and Puerto 

Rico 

 
The forms of politics have suffered a lot of change in recent years. The advent of 

smartphones and social media had impressive repercussions in the public and private life 
of the ruling class. This has been a phenomenon that has been only partly a new process. 
In the past, in fact, several times the irruption of new forms of communication had radically 
changed political action: at first there were newspapers, then there was the advent of radio 
and, finally, that of television. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, social networks 
launched a new technological revolution that push toward Copernican revolution in political 
arena. A revolution that also crosses Latin America and in recent months has shown some 
significant epiphenomena1. The reference is to the latest events that took place in Puerto 
Rico and in Brazil, where private chats were held between leading politicians and social 
actors who shed a new light on existing power relations. It is therefore not a question of 
the mixture of public forum and private forum. In other words, we are not faced with a 
politicization of private life that leads many political figures to make public aspects of their 
private lives on the main social networks. Even more. It is not a question of the massive 
use of private messaging programs (WhatsApp and Telegram, in everyone's head) during 
important electoral campaigns (as it happened in 2018 during the presidential elections of 
Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil2 or as it is happening these days in Argentina in support of the 
presidential candidate Mauricio Macri3) which, thanks to the use of big data techniques, 
move towards a personalization of political messages addressed by candidates towards 
the electorate. The cases that emerged in recent weeks in Puerto Rico and Brazil are 
different because the use of these new technologies is undermining the solidity of national 
political institutions. In these two contexts, the publication of private communications 
(intercepted between important political leaders) has sparked heavy protests against the 
political order. This, without any doubt, undermines the credibility of National institutions 
especially for these two scenarios (the Puerto Rican one and the Brazilian one) which for 
some years have shown important criticalities, not only in the political scenario but also in 
the economic and social sphere. And this clashes particularly with the initial intentions of 
the two main protagonists of the political life of these two countries. Both Jair Bolsonaro, 
President of Brazil, and Ricardo Rosselló Nevares, Governor of Puerto Rico, in fact, 
                                                           
1  On the relation between social media and politics in Latin America, see, among others:A. Dávila, Y. Rivero (eds.), 

Contemporary Latina/o Media: Production, Circulation, Politics, New York, New York University Press, 2016;  R. 
Salzman, «Understanding Social Media Use in Latin America», in Palabra Clave, a. 18, n. 3, july/septiembre 2015, 
pp. 842-858.C. Tadáguila, F. Benevenuto, P. Ortellado, «Fake News is Poisoning Brasilian Politics. WhattsApp Can 
Stop It», in The New York Times, 17/10/2018 [disponibile on line a  
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-fake-news-whatsapp.html, ultimo accesso 27/07/2019]. 

2  C. Tadáguila, F. Benevenuto, P. Ortellado, «Fake News is Poisoning Brasilian Politics. WhattsApp Can Stop It», in 
The New York Times, 17/10/2018 [available on line at  https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-
fake-news-whatsapp.html, last access 27/07/2019]. 

3  D. Bio, «Cómo evolucionaron las campañas de Alfonsín a Macri», in Infobae, 7/07/2019 [available on line at  
https://www.infobae.com/politica/2019/07/07/del-marketing-politico-a-la-big-data-como-evolucionaron-las-campanas-
de-alfonsin-a-macri/, last access 27/07/2019], S Fioriti, «La maquinaria electoral de Mauricio Macri, entre big data y 
una guía “calle por calle”», in Clarín, 20/07/2019 [available on line at  https://www.clarin.com/politica/maquinaria-
electoral-mauricio-macri-big-data-guia-calle-calle_0_tpfqzZFaN.html, last access 27/07/2019]. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-fake-news-whatsapp.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-fake-news-whatsapp.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-fake-news-whatsapp.html
https://www.infobae.com/politica/2019/07/07/del-marketing-politico-a-la-big-data-como-evolucionaron-las-campanas-de-alfonsin-a-macri/
https://www.infobae.com/politica/2019/07/07/del-marketing-politico-a-la-big-data-como-evolucionaron-las-campanas-de-alfonsin-a-macri/
https://www.clarin.com/politica/maquinaria-electoral-mauricio-macri-big-data-guia-calle-calle_0_tpfqzZFaN.html
https://www.clarin.com/politica/maquinaria-electoral-mauricio-macri-big-data-guia-calle-calle_0_tpfqzZFaN.html
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collected a good part of their consensus (the first in 2018 and the second two years 
before) asking for a vote to put an end to the political corruption of their respective 
precedent administrations (that of the Partido dos Trabalhadores for the Brazilian case, 
that of the Partido Popular Democrático for the Puerto Rican case)4. Putting the two crises 
into dialogue, another aspect of great interest emerges: while Rosselló has abandoned 
power, the position of the Brazilian President does not seem to have been affected by the 
publication of the chats. Which shows how long the honeymoon between Bolsonaro and 
Brazil is still on the subject of the battle against corruption. 
 
The fatal chat: the fall of the governor of Puerto Rico 

At the beginning of July, the Investigative Periodical Center (CPI), an NGO that has 
long been working to increase information freedom in Puerto Rico (Free State associated 
with the United States), has started to publish on its web page excerpts of a chat of 
Telegram which included the governor of the Caribbean island, Ricardo Rosselló Nevares, 
important figures of the Puerto Rican executive and public figures not belonging to 
government institutions. In the following days, then, the chat was published entirely, 
showing sexist comments and massacres aimed at both political figures (including the 
Mayor of the Capital, San Juan, Carmen Yulin Cruz, exponent of the party opposing 
Rosselló) both against public figures, among these the Puerto Rican singer, Ricky Martin5. 
The reaction was almost unanimous. The publication of these conversations has caused 
vibrant protests that have push a part of the population to show their protests in the most 
important streets of the country. A population already frustrated by the fact that the 
consequences of the hurricane Maria (which in 2017 caused more than 4000 deaths on 
the island) not yet fully addressed. A further critical issue for Puerto Rico came from the 
economic crisis, which broke out in 2016, when governor Rosselló declared the island's 
default with a debt that exceeded 70 thousand million dollars. The consequences were 
clear: an unpopular cut in public spending and control of accounts was imposed by the 
Junta de Supervision Fiscal, an entity created by US federal institutions to face the 
economic crisis (with particular reference to the question of debt restructuring)6. In the last 
few months, then, the Rosselló administration has been hit by corruption investigations 
involving former members of the state administration and the business world for about 17 
million dollars. These have led to the arrest of various officials accused of theft, fraud and 
money laundering7.  

                                                           
4  R. Banuchi, «“Soy el gobernador, no puedo desvincularme”», in El Nuevo Día, 7/10/2016 [available on line at  

https://www.elnuevodia.com/noticias/politica/nota/soyelgobernadornopuedodesvincularme-2249030/, last access 
27/07/2019], J. Soares, A.de Souza, J. De Carvalho, «Na posse, Bolsonaro de ve explorar combate à corrupção e 
enxungamento da máquina pública», in O Globo, 1/01/2019 [available on line at  https://oglobo.globo.com/brasil/na-
posse-bolsonaro-deve-explorar-combate-corrupcao-enxugamento-da-maquina-publica-23338080, last access 
27/07/2019]. 

5  L.J. Valentín Ortiz, C. Minet, «Las 889 páginas de Telegram entre Rosselló Nevares y sus allegados», in Centro de 
Periodismo Investigativo, 13/07/2019 [available on line at  http://periodismoinvestigativo.com/2019/07/las-889-
paginas-de-telegram-entre-rossello-nevares-y-sus-allegados/, last access 30/07/2019]. 

6  H. Feliciano, «La salida de Ricardo Rosselló es solo el pricnpio para Puerto a Rico», in The New York Timeses, 
2/08/2019 [available on line at  https://www.nytimes.com/es/2019/08/02/puerto-rico-renuncia/, last access 3/08/2019]. 

7  «Crisis en Puerto Rico: el escándalo del chat del gobernador Ricardo Rosselló que provocó una crisis institucional en 
la isla», in La Nación, 15/07/2019 [available on line at  https://www.lanacion.com.ar/el-mundo/crisis-puerto-rico-
escandalo-del-chat-del-nid2267782, last access 30/07/2019]. 
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In short, the publication of chats by the Cpi was nothing but a further critical issue for the 
governor's public image, already widely questioned. In other words, it was the final blow to 
Rosselló's political career. The square demanded and obtained the resignation of the 
Governor, announced last July 24th, to avoid the impeachment procedure, ventilated by 
several actors8. Beyond the sexist content, as stated by the Cpi executive director, Carla 
Minet, «These conversations took place between the governor and his cabinet secretaries; 
people from Rosselló who have no public office, businessmen who have economic 
interests and who have sought contracts with the government have also participated [...] 
Their content reveals the presence of a dynamic in which people close to the governor 
only because of an emotional, reliable or even family connection they had access to 
confidential or, at least, privileged information that allowed them to benefit their clients in 
private industry»9. In this sense, the messages and chats brought to the attention of public 
opinion by the Cpi throw a sinister light on the relations between institutional 
representatives and the private world in Puerto Rico - a country that today seems unable 
to emerge from a spiral of corruption. 

 
The judgment chat: politics and justice in Brazil 

The year was 2014 and a Brazilian judge, Sergio Moro, from the Curitiba district 
started, an investigation into money laundering, which immediately took the name of Lava 
Jato. It was Brazil that for more than ten years was ruled by the Partido dos Trabalhadores 
(Pt), first with the Presidency of Lula da Silva and then with Dilma Rousseff as President.  
It was Brazil that, by now, had become a World player, not only economically, but also 
politically (leading the Latin American sub-continent) and social (with the improvement of 
the living conditions of millions of Brazilians in just over ten years). Today, Brazil seems to 
have changed politically. The operation Lava Jato has uncovered a Pandora's box of 
corruption that has reached the highest offices of the state, showing a dense network 
between business and the political world. Due to a nine-and-a-half-year sentence for 
corruption, Lula is in jail. Dilma Rousseff was dismissed by the Parliament which started 
an impeachment procedure in 2016. The PT lost the presidency in favor of Jair Bolsonaro 
also elected thanks to an electoral campaign centered around the criticism of corruption 
promoted by Pt. Sergio Moro has abandoned the judicial career and became Minister of 
Justice. 

Last June, the web page «The Intercept-Brasil» started to publish chats (dating back 
to the period of the Lava Jato investigation) intercepted between the Judge Sergio Moro 
and the prosecutor Deltan Dallagnol, who carried out the case against the former 
President of the Republic Lula10: in particular, from the messages emerged, as «The 
Intercept-Brasil» wrote, that «the then federal judge went far beyond his role when he 
worked at Lava Jato. In several previously unpublished private conversations, Moro 

                                                           
8 O. Laughland, «Puerto Rico governor clings to power amid threat of impeachment», in The Guardian, 25/07/2019 

[available on line at  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/24/puerto-rico-governor-faces-threat-of-
imepachment-as-he-refuses-to-resign, last access 30/07/2019]. 

9 «Crisis en Puerto Rico: 3 claves para entender las protestas “sin precedentes” que precipitaron la caída de Rosselló», 
in BBCmundo, 25/07/2019 [available on line at  https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-49053142, last 
access 30/07/2019]. 

10 «A mesagens secretas da Lava Jato», in The Intercept-Brasil, june-agost 2019 [available on line at 
https://theintercept.com/series/mensagens-lava-jato/, last access 30/07/2019]. 
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suggested to the public prosecutor to change the order of the Lava Jato phases, showed 
agility in new operations, provided strategic advice and informal investigative clues, 
anticipated at least one decision, criticized and proposed support to the Public Prosecutor 
and scolded Dallagnol as if he [Moro] was a hierarchical superior of public prosecutors and 
federal police ": Judge Moro, in light of what was claimed by the journalists of «The 
Intercept-Brasil», went far beyond his competences invading the investigative action of the 
public prosecutor who "implemented as an auxiliary to the prosecution" and not as the 
main actor11. 

These accusations did nothing but confirm the de-legitimized criticisms that Lula, 
Rousseff and the PT launched towards the Lava Jato operation and the action of the 
Curitiba judiciary. Lula's lawyers have revived the idea that the investigation and the 
sentence had «a political objective», «violating constitutional guarantees and legal 
certainty»12. However, the reaction from Moro and Dallagnol did not wait. In the first 
instance, the Federal Public Prosecutor of Paraná has delegitimized «the criminal action of 
a hacker who has carried out the most serious attacks on the activity of the Public 
Prosecutor, the privacy and security of its members»: «an action vile» which has made 
public «illegally copied» information13. Even Sergio Moro went on the attack not only 
underlining the illegal form in which the chats were collected but above all revealing that 
«no anomaly [...] can be glimpsed, although [the chats] have been removed from the 
context and the sensationalism of the stories, that ignore the gigantic corruption scheme 
revealed by the Lava Jato operation»14. The case that could definitively undermine the 
action of the Bolsonaro government, however, has been channelled into the rails of justice: 
four orders of arrest have been imposed and, moreover, an attempt is made to verify 
whether there have been suspicious transactions on the accounts of the arrested . If to get 
news of the judicial conclusion of the case we still have to wait some time, the political 
conclusion seems to be closer. At the moment, in fact, the publication of Moro's 
communications with Dellagnol and other representatives of the Public Prosecutor in the 
Lava Jato case does not seem to affect the action of the national government. 

 

                                                           
11  R. Moro Martins, A. de Santi, G. Greenwald, «Não è muito tempo sem operação’», in The Intercept-Brasil, 9/06/2019 

[available on line at https://theintercept.com/2019/06/09/chat-moro-deltan-telegram-lava-jato/, last access 
30/07/2019]. 

12  «Brazil’s Lava Jato: Recordings questioned impartiality from Sergio Moro and prosecutors in sentencing Lula da 
Silva», in Mercopress.com, 10/06/2019 [available on line at https://en.mercopress.com/2019/06/10/brazil-s-lava-jato-
recordings-questioned-impartiality-from-sergio-moro-and-prosecutors-in-sentencing-lula-da-silva, last access 
30/07/2019]. 

13  «Força-tarefa informa a ocorrência de ataque criminoso à Lava Jato» press release appeared on the webpage of 
Ministerio Público Federal – Procaduria da República no Paraná, 9/06/2019 [available on line at 
http://www.mpf.mp.br/pr/sala-de-imprensa/noticias-pr/forca-tarefa-informa-a-ocorrencia-de-ataque-criminoso-a-lava-
jato, last access 30/07/2019]. 

14  «Moro divulta nota sobre as matéricas com a troca de mensagens entre ele e Dallagnol», in O Antagonista, 
9/06/2019 [available on line at https://www.oantagonista.com/brasil/moro-divulga-nota-sobre-as-materias-com-a-
troca-de-mensagens-entre-ele-e-dallagnol/, last access 30/07/2019]. 
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http://www.mpf.mp.br/pr/sala-de-imprensa/noticias-pr/forca-tarefa-informa-a-ocorrencia-de-ataque-criminoso-a-lava-jato
http://www.mpf.mp.br/pr/sala-de-imprensa/noticias-pr/forca-tarefa-informa-a-ocorrencia-de-ataque-criminoso-a-lava-jato
https://www.oantagonista.com/brasil/moro-divulga-nota-sobre-as-materias-com-a-troca-de-mensagens-entre-ele-e-dallagnol/
https://www.oantagonista.com/brasil/moro-divulga-nota-sobre-as-materias-com-a-troca-de-mensagens-entre-ele-e-dallagnol/
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Maritime disputes and claims involving ASEAN countries in the 

South China Sea  

 
In the last weeks, political tensions opposing some Southeast Asian countries (which 

are members of ASEAN regional organization) and China have re-emerged, linked to 
territorial and sovereignty claims along the South China Sea, which contribute to the 
destabilisation of the region and it threats the security of navigation and maritime trades. 
These tensions have been heightened after some relatively calm years and characterized 
by a political-diplomatic rapprochement among contenders, which has favoured a de-
escalation process also encouraging the economic cooperation and Chinese investments, 
mainly in the framework of geo-economic blueprint universally known as the Belt and Road 
Initiative. 

In June, the controversial incident concerning the alleged sinking of a Filipino fishing 
boat after a collision with a Chinese vessel - described as “accidental” by the President of 
Philippines Duterte - and the lack of assistance toward crew members of the Filipino boat, 
have sparked strong and growing protests against China with manifestations of open 
hostility with regards to Chinese people living in the Archipelago. During a TV interview 
Duterte adopted a provocative approach to react against accusations to have a soft 
approach with regards to China, invoking the intervention of the United States on the basis 
of the Philippines-US Defence Pact (signed in 1951), which allows either parties to military 
assist the other in the events of attack on its metropolitan territory, island territories under 
its jurisdiction in the Pacific.1 

Presidential spokesperson Salvador Panelo defined Duterte's discourse as 
“sarcastic”: in fact, due to the long-term diplomatic relations and the solid economic 
cooperation, a potential US military intervention in the region would undermine the 
rapprochement's policy to China undertaken by Duterte in the last years.2 During the 
interview, Filipino President also confirmed that Chinese vessels have the permission to 
fish in the contended areas claimed by Manila, but at the same time he strongly reiterates 
that the Philippines remains the owners of the West Philippine Sea (the name used by 
Manila government to indicate the eastern section of the South China Sea). According to 
Carlos Zarate (a member of the opposition in the House of Representatives) Duterte and 
his allies are planning to emend the existent provisions of the Constitution which ensure to 
the national companies a kind of monopoly for the exploration and the exploitation of the 
natural resources, opening to the entry of foreign interests which could allow a growing 
economic and commercial breakthrough of Chinese companies in the Philippine 
archipelago, because of the China's huge investments in the region.3 

                                                           
1 Isabel Guarco, Is Duterte Really Asking for U.S. Aid Against China?, Foreign Policy, July 18, 2019, 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/07/18/is-duterte-really-asking-for-u-s-aid-against-china/  
2 Jeoffrey Maitem, Duterte slams critics as he invokes Philippine-US defence pact over South China Sea dispute, 

South China Morning Post, July 17, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/southeast-asia/article/3019047/duterte-
slams-critics-he-invokes-philippine-us-defence  

3 “Philippine Leader Lays Down Challenge to US Over South China Sea”, Radio Free Asia, July 17, 2019, 
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/philippines-usa-07172019163556.html  
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During the first decade of July, Vietnamese authorities (through some vessels of the 
national navy) carefully and constantly monitored the exploration and survey activities of 
the Chinese ship Haiyang Dizhi 8 - which was accompanied by two Chinese armed 
coastguards vessels - around the Vanguard Bank in the Spratly Islands (contended by 
Vietnam, China and Taiwan) located in the South-eastern Vietnam, an area potentially rich 
of oil and natural gas.4 Moreover, Vietnamese authorities were profoundly irritated 
because this exploration activity leaded by Chinese ship also regarded the offshore oil 
fields, which were licensed to the Spanish energy company Repsol: however, Chinese 
pressures and the threat of a military intervention pushed Vietnamese government to 
cancel drilling works in 2017 and 2018. 

Moreover, some days before a Chinese coastguard ship made dangerous 
manoeuvres which hampered the navigation of some Vietnamese vessels which stationed 
near an oilrig - managed by a Japanese energy company - in the 06.1 offshore block 
located in the Vanguard Bank, which was part of the concession released to the Russian 
company Rosneft.5 The block 06.1 is highly relevant for Hanoi's energy security sector. It 
ensures regular energy supplies because the Lan Do offshore oil field (included in the 
block 06.1) accounts for 10% of Vietnam’s energy needs.6 

Even if the spokeswoman of the Vietnamese Foreign Minister Le Thi Thu Hang did 
not officially confirm the events, describing them with the vague formula of “the recent 
developments in the South China Sea”, she declared on July 11 that “Without Vietnam’s 
permission, all actions undertaken by foreign parties in Vietnamese waters have no legal 
effect, and constitute encroachments in Vietnamese waters, and violations of international 
law”. The spokesperson of the Chinese Foreign Minister Geng Shuang declared that 
China would be always ready to protect its sovereignty and its maritime rights in the South 
China Sea.7 

In spite of the official declarations, the parties immediately tried to act diplomatically 
the standoff situation, avoiding a dangerous and destabilizing escalation. During an official 
visit in Beijing between 8 and 12 July, the chairman of the Vietnamese National Assembly 
Nguyen Thi Kim Ngan met her Chinese counterpart and President Xi Jinping: from the 
meeting has emerged the common will to peacefully settle the issues linked to the East 
Sea (which is the definition used by Hanoi's authorities to indicate the contended section of 
the South China Sea) providing stability in accordance with the international rules.8 

In addition, the Malaysia's government politically reacted to the maritime exploration 
initiatives leaded in May 2019 by the Chinese coastguard vessel Haijing 35111, which 
patrolled waters near Luconia Shoals - in the south of Spratly Islands - which also include 
                                                           
4 Liu Zhen, China and Vietnam in stand-off over Chinese survey ship mission to disputed reef in South China Sea, South 

China Morning Post, July 12, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3018332/beijing-and-hanoi-
stand-over-chinese-survey-ship-mission 

5 “China, Vietnam: What to Take From the South China Sea Flare-Up”, Stratfor, July 16, 2019, 
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/vietnam-china-what-take-latest-clash-south-china-sea-vessel-maritime-
escalation  

6 Asian Maritime Transport Initiative, China Risks Flare-Up Over Malaysian, Vietnamese Gas Resources, AMTI, July 
16, 2019, https://amti.csis.org/china-risks-flare-up-over-malaysian-vietnamese-gas-resources/  

7 James Pearson and Khanh Vu, Vietnam, China embroiled in South China Sea standoff, Reuters, July 17, 2019, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-vietnam-china-southchinasea-idUSKCN1UC0MX  

8 “NA leader meets Chinese Party Chief and President Xi Jinping”, Viet Nam News, July 13, 2019, 
https://vietnamnews.vn/politics-laws/522608/na-leader-meets-chinese-party-chief-and-president-xi-
jinping.html#hmzFyuTz12juvzy5.97  
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offshore oil and natural gas fields licensed to the Malaysian energy company Sarawak 
Shell. Chinese vessel had a provocative approach towards the Malaysian coastguard 
boats. According to the Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative (a project leaded by the 
Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington) these initiatives are the 
expression of the Beijing's intention to intimidate Vietnam and Malaysia, pushing them to 
freeze and to postpone offshore drilling and exploration projects in the South China Sea 
contended waters.9 

 

Unresolved disputes in the South China Sea 
These interstate disputes, which involve some Southeast Asian countries (Vietnam, 

Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei and Taiwan) and China, are the result of the 
clashing claims that they have in the so-called South China Sea, due to the existence of 
huge and untapped hydrocarbon fields and mineral reserves as well as abundant fish 
stocks. According to the US Energy Information Administration, the South China Sea 
would contain 11 billion barrels of oil and 5.3 trillion cubic metres of natural gas; even if 
other sources report that unproven reserves would be at least twice.10 

In addition to its energy reserves, this maritime area is strategically important for its 
centrality along the supply energy routes - 1/3 of the oil traded worldwide and more than 
50% of liquefied natural gas global exports cross this sea-portion of the Pacific Ocean, 
located on the south of the East China Sea - and the global trade corridors, considering 
that the worth of the total trade which pass through the South China Sea is estimated at 
more than $3.3 trillion.11 

The existent disputes among these countries concern with sovereignty rights that 
they claim on the waters of the South China Sea and the islands located in this portion of 
Ocean. For Vietnam, Philippines and the other involved Southeast Asian countries, the 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS or the Montego Bay 
Convention) represents the legal basis of their claims, because this document enshrines 
the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) which ensure to the involved nations exclusive rights 
to exploit the existent natural resources (hydrocarbons but also seafood) both in the 
subsoil and the waters until 200 nautical miles from the coast. 

China's territorial claims are based and deriving from the so-called “historical 
maritime rights” that Beijing wants to extend to the whole South China Sea, which clearly 
are in total contradiction with the dispositions of the international conventions, which also 
China signed. As Pagano illustrated “The 1992 Chinese Territorial Sea Law enshrines that 
the Chinese sovereignty can be extended including all islands located in the South China 
Sea as well as all maritime areas, so de facto representing the territorial waters of the 
People's Republic of China, which coincides with the South China Sea”.12 
                                                           
9 Asian Maritime Transport Initiative, China Risks Flare-Up Over Malaysian, Vietnamese Gas Resources, AMTI, July 

16, 2019, https://amti.csis.org/china-risks-flare-up-over-malaysian-vietnamese-gas-resources/  
10 US Energy Information Administration, South China Sea, February 7, 2013, 

https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/regions_of_interest/South_China_Sea/south_china_sea.pdf  
11 Mercy A. Kuo, Waters of discord, World Energy Magazine, no. 43, July 2, 2019, 

https://www.aboutenergy.com/en_IT/topics/waters-discord.shtml; Council on Foreign Relations, Territorial Disputes  
in the South China Sea, https://www.cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/territorial-disputes-south-china-
sea  

12 Antonietta Pagano, Il Mar Cinese Meridionale tra rivendicazioni storiche e politica di potenza, Gnosis, no.3, 2016, 
p.129 
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This long-term dispute is based on two main interlinked factors: firstly, most of the 
Chinese territorial claims overlap to the Exclusive Economic Zones of some ASEAN 
members. Furthermore, China justifies its sovereignty claims based on the nine-dash line, 
which substantially encircles 85-90% of the South China Sea. Vietnam and China are 
competing for the sovereignty of the Paracel Islands and for the control of all Spratly 
Islands (located in the middle of the South China Sea), which are also contended by 
Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei; China and the Philippines are also in competition on the 
Scarborough Shoal, a rock in the South China Sea, approximately 120 nautical miles west 
of the Philippine Island of Luzon.13 

Moreover, there is another dispute, which involve Indonesia, and China on the 
sovereignty of Natuna Islands, an archipelago of 272 island located in the South China 
Sea, between Malacca's peninsula and Borneo. Over the years, Indonesian coastguards 
have carried out different operations to combat the illegal encroachments of Chinese 
fishing boats on the Indonesian EEZ, while Beijing claims that this sea-portion falls within 
its traditional fishing areas, in which interests and maritime rights coincide.14 Jakarta's 
government decision to rename North Natuna Sea this section of the South China Sea 
highlights Indonesian will to protect its own rights creating an exclusive fishing zone, which 
clashes not only with Beijing's interests but also with Vietnam and its fishing fleet.15 

The relevance of the energy reserves and fisheries resources explain the attempts of 
these contender countries to claim sovereignty on these islands which will allow them to 
extend their Exclusive Economic Zone until 200 miles (from the coast), while for the reefs 
and for rocks the sovereignty over waters can be extended only to 12 miles.16 

Concerning tensions between Vietnam and China (which pushed Spanish energy 
company Repsol to give up on the concessions released by Hanoi authorities), China 
claims that offshore 6.1 energy block is located within the nine-dash line: consequently, 
the Chinese Foreign Minister stated that, without Beijing's authorization, international 
energy companies or countries have not rights to develop energy explorations or to exploit 
water resources which are under the Chinese jurisdiction.17 

From a legal point of view, in 2013 the Philippines invoked Article 287 of the 
UNCLOS concerning Scarborough Shoal, which was under Chinese control since 2012: in 
2016 the Permanent Court of Arbitration located in The Hague (which has jurisdiction to 
resolve disputes on maritime territories) ruled in favour of Manila, stating that most of the 
areas claimed by Beijing are in international waters: furthermore, no one of the Spratly 
Islands can generate Exclusive Economic Zones because these are just rocks, not islands 
(in accordance with article 121 of the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea).18 China has 
not accepted the PCA's decision, because this does not essentially recognized its 
historical maritime rights on the South China Sea. 
                                                           
13 Ibidem, p.131 
14 Elvio Rotondo, Giakarta contrasta l’espansionismo di Pechino nel Mar Cinese Meridionale, Analisi Difesa, 21 Marzo 

2018, https://www.analisidifesa.it/2018/03/lindonesia-contrasta-lespansionismo-cinese-nel-mar-cinese-meridionale/  
15 Arya Dipa and Agnes Anya, Indonesia slams Vietnam for disrupting arrests, The Jakarta Post, February 27, 2019,   

https://www.thejakartapost.com/seasia/2019/02/27/ri-slams-vietnam-for-disrupting-arrests.html  
16 Antonietta Pagano, Il Mar Cinese Meridionale tra rivendicazioni storiche e politica di potenza, op.cit.  p.131 
17 Permanent Mission of the People's Republic of China to UN, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Lu Kang's Regular 

Press Conference on May 17, 2018 , https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/ceun/eng/fyrth/t1560357.htm  
18 Permanent Court of Arbitration, The South China Sea Arbitration (The Republic of the Philippines V. the People’s 

Republic of China), PCA, Eleventh Press Release, July 11, 2016, https://pcacases.com/web/sendAttach/1801  
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The need to provide security and protect the Sea Lines of Communication (nearly 
80% of the Chinese trade stretches along maritime routes, which are also strategically 
relevant to achieve national energy security because there are the main routes of oil 
imports) and to enhance its own historical rights on the South China Sea, have pushed 
China to realize artificial islands in the contended areas (Spratly and Paracel Islands) 
realizing military and industrial facilities, seaports, airstrips and radar systems:19 this 
growing militarization in a context of legal uncertainty concerning the definition of the EEZ 
and sovereignty claims outlines a potentially explosive scenario of latent conflicts among 
involved nations. 
 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts  

The main consequence of these re-emerging tensions along the South China Sea is 
the decision of Vietnamese and Filipino authorities to boost their coastguard fleets, with 
the aim to counteract the Chinese maritime initiatives also affirming their sovereignty in the 
contended waters. Manila's government has planned to buy a modern vessel from France 
to carry out operations of maritime surveillance, which will be added to two high-speed 
boats received in February 2019 by the Japanese government. Vietnam's government has 
adopted a law which allows to the national coastguard fleets the possibility to act outside 
territorial waters, making its presence felt in the regional contention.20 Especially the 
United States are supporting the Hanoi's attempts to bolster coastguard fleets and to train 
Vietnamese officials. 

The China's growing activism has pushed the US to reinforce the military presence of 
the American navy in this maritime section of the Pacific Ocean, deploying the so-called 
Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOP) to guarantee the freedom of navigation:21 
China opposes to FONOP operations defining them illegal, consequently increasing naval 
drills and patrolling activities. The hardening of position between China and United States 
in the South China Sea appears dangerous for the stability of the regional security 
architecture. Furthermore, the reaction of the Vietnamese government and the approach of 
the Filipino government in respect of Chinese initiatives - aimed at settling the existent 
tensions - underline the relevance of the economic cooperation with China, an important 
economic partner and one of the main investors to finance projects in the Southeast Asian 
countries. 

The need to de-escalate this conflict situation also emerged during the ASEAN 
summit held in Bangkok last month, where the Heads of state and foreign ministers 
avoided to openly expressing criticism on the Chinese approach in the South China Sea. 
During the meeting, meanwhile, ASEAN countries highlighted the progress of talks to 
adopt a shared Code of Conduct in the South China Sea, with the conclusion of the first 
round of negotiations: however, the approach to relegate and postpone discussions on the 
most divisive and difficult issues to the third and last round of negotiations - mainly, if the 
                                                           
19 Council of Foreign Relations, Territorial disputes in South China Sea, https://www.cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-

tracker/conflict/territorial-disputes-south-china-sea  
20 Laura Zhou, China’s neighbours bolster their coastguards as stand-off stokes tensions in disputed South China Sea, 

South China Morning Post, July 21, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3019409/chinas-
neighbours-bolster-their-coastguards-stand-stokes  

21  Bonnie S. Glaser, Gregory Poling, Vanishing Borders in the South China Sea, Foreign Affairs, June 5, 2018, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-06-05/vanishing-borders-south-china-sea 
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code is or not legally binding - could negatively affect the achievement of a shared 
agreement. 
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The tentative to find alternatives to dollar as an international payment instrument is 
as old as the crisis of the Bretton Woods system and the birth of the “dollar standard” in 
early Seventies. The main reason are the benefits that the control of this mechanism 
offered – and offers – to the United States (US), the most important one being the 
possibility to fund public expenditure and the current account deficit by placing on the 
international market public debt securities denominated in dollars. During the years, the 
“dollar standard” has also shown some inherent weaknesses, acting as a trigger of heavy 
financial crises. In 2007-08, some authors envisaged the end of this standard and its 
replacement with other ones, based on new reference currencies. In early 2000s this role it 
was proposed for Euro or for a basket of currencies in which the dollar’s weight was 
balanced by the new-born European single currency. More recently, after the US 
withdrawal from the “nuclear deal” with Iran (JCPOA – Joint Comprehensive Plan Of 
Action), some EU countries proposed to create a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV), a 
financial instrument allowing Teheran and its European partners to continue trading 
despite the re-introduction of US sanctions1. 

Until now, none of these efforts has been successful. The European SPV 
(“Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges” - INSTEX) has entered its operational phase 
only in June 2019 and, despite working outside the SWIFT framework, it is still focused on 
humanitarian transactions such as food, medical and pharmaceutical goods that already 
lay outside the scope of US sanctions2. The SPV also attracted the attention of Russia and 
China, whose delegates attended the meeting where the beginning of its activity was 
announced. However, INSTEX is currently open only to EU members, although analysts 
deem the engagement of other subjects (India and Japan as first) as fundamental to its 
operability. The problem is that INSTEX and the parallel instruments that has been 
developed on the Iranian side, despite operating outside the “dollar standard” 
mechanisms, neither overcome them nor seem able to cope with the needs of the great 
traders. As it was noted: «INSTEX will most likely facilitate trade by smaller firms, 
especially in humanitarian produce (food, medicines) […] however, trade volumes need to 
be high enough for INSTEX to be able to match cash flows reliably. If volumes fall too low, 
or become significantly imbalanced, there would be payment delays and potentially 
solvency problems for INSTEX itself»3. 

In this sense, the problems that INSTEX is facing are the same of any other 
alternative to the dollar standard. Currently, none of them has the political credibility that 
the US provides to dollar, although the unilateralism of Trump administration and its 
aggressive use of the economic lever are eroding this position. None of them also benefits 

                                                           
1  This SPV – labelled “Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges” (INSTEX) – has been proposed in Jan. 31, 2019, by 

the German, French and British Foreign ministers (E3) in coordination with the other EU members and with the 
European External Action Service. On its working, see, E. Geranmayeh - E. Batmanghelidj Trading with Iran via the 
special purpose vehicle: How it can work, ECFR - European Council on Foreign Relations, Feb. 7, 2019, 
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_trading_with_iran_special_purpose_vehicle_how_it_can_work. 

2  EU External Action, Iran nuclear deal: INSTEX now operational, June 29, 2019, https://eeas.europa.eu/generic-
warning-system-taxonomy/404_en/64804/Iran%20nuclear%20deal:%20INSTEX%20now%20operational. 

3  F. Coppola, Europe Circumvents U.S. Sanctions On Iran, “Forbes”, June 30, 2019, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/francescoppola/2019/06/30/europe-circumvents-u-s-sanctions-on-iran/#45b6bda82c8d. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/
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of the degree of pervasiveness that dollar has in the international theatre. Although 
declining in comparison to the early 2000s (especially after the 2007-08 crisis), the volume 
of international reserves denominated in dollars is more than 60% of the total; after them, 
comes the ones denominated in euro, pounds and yens, despite since 2015 the role of 
renminbi is increasing. Even efforts like that of the partially state-owned Russian mining 
company Alrosa to find new method to sell its goods on the Chinese and Indian markets 
affect only a limited stock of goods, a small number of transactions, and imply the use of 
several currencies; another proof of the fact that if the search for an alternative to the 
dollar standard is underway, no competitor seems strong enough to challenge its 
supremacy4. 

It is possible that an unmoderated use of the financial lever by the US administration 
(the so-called “weaponization” of dollar5) speed up the search for alternatives to the 
current standard. In this case, according to some analysts, dollar could be able to maintain 
its present role for five-to-ten years while other currencies strengthen their position and 
erode the benefits that Washington still enjoys. However, on the basis on the existing 
clues, it will probably be a long process. After the 2007-08 crisis, euro’s international 
relevance has sharply declined; a state of things that the same ECB authorities have 
already pointed out and that it is largely seen as one of the major obstacles to EU 
emergence as a true global player6. In its turn, renminbi (which large part of the analysists 
consider the most credible long term alternative to dollar) still suffers the negative 
consequences of its limited convertibility, of the difficulties that foreign subjects meet in 
entering Chinese financial market, and of the apparent unpredictability of Beijing’s 
monetary policy; a mix of elements that contributed – after the rise of 2010-14 – to stabilize 
(and sometime reduce) its internationalization index, regularly calculated by Standard 
Chartered Bank7.  
 
 
 

                                                           
4  S. Fleming, Currency warrior: why Trump is weaponising the dollar, “Financial Times”, July 1, 2019, 

https://www.ft.com/ content/5694b0dc-91e7-11e9-aea1-2b1d33ac3271. 
5  S. Das, How the U.S. Has Weaponized the Dollar, “Bloomberg”, Sept. 7, 2018, https://www.bloomberg.com/ 

opinion/articles/2018-09-06/how-the-u-s-has-made-a-weapon-of-the-dollar; P.S. Goodman, The Dollar Is Still King. 
How (in the World) Did That Happen?, “The New Yok Times”, Feb. 22, 2019, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/22/business/ dollar-currency-value.html; M.B. Greenwald, The Consequences of 
Weaponizing the U.S. Dollar, The Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, Cambridge, MA, June 22, 2019, 
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/consequences-weaponizing-us-dollar. 

6  See, e.g., The euro’s global role in a changing world: a monetary policy perspective. Speech by Benoît Cœuré, 
Member of the Executive Board of the ECB, at the Council on Foreign Relations, New York City, 15 February 2019, 
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/key/date/2019/html/ecb.sp190215~15c89d887b.en.html. 

7  https://www.sc.com/en/trade-beyond-borders/renminbi-globalisation-index/ 

https://www.ft.com/
https://www.bloomberg.com/%20opinion/articles/2018-09-06/how-the-u-s-has-made-a-weapon-of-the-dollar
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In the region of South Eastern Europe, Turkey, a NATO country but with a 
complicated relationship with both the US and the EU, has repeatedly expressed its 
interest in building protected trade mechanisms alternative to the dollar. In the case of 
Ankara, unlike other emerging powers, there is no intention to question the dominant role 
of the dollar in international financial exchanges but rather to be able to escape the system 
of secondary (extraterritorial) American sanctions affecting Iran. The trade between Turkey 
and Iran is indeed very significant for the two countries and in the past Ankara has always 
tried to keep the financial and commercial channels with Iran as open as possible, even 
during the peak of sanctions (2012-2015) against Iran. This policy contributed to an 
increase in the tensions between the US and Turkey over the violation of US sanctions as, 
according to Washington, some important Turkish banks have violated US sanctions 
against Iran, using the dollar in transactions between Turkey and Iran. This led to the 
arrest of few Turkish businessmen and opened the risk of huge sanctions against Turkish 
banks and financial system. For these reason, and taking into due consideration the 
lessons from the past, Turkey has begun, like other countries, to work out alternative 
hypotheses that can protect its trade with Iran even in the presence of unilateral American 
sanctions that make impossible or highly risky the use of the dollar. There are basically 
three alternatives from this point of view: the use of national currencies, protected payment 
systems, cryptocurrencies. 

The use of national currencies represents the first and simplest alternative for two 
countries that want to trade with each other avoiding the use of the dollar. In fact when 
third countries are using the dollar to settle their payments, they are attracted into the US 
legal system, since the payment instrument ultimately represents a US financial service 
and its users are subjected to US Treasury actions, even if they are non-US citizens or 
entities. The dollar in international trade can therefore be used entirely safely only in 
compliance with US law, that includes extraterritorial effects. Turkey, after the problem of 
the vulnerability of its financial system in the case of use of the dollar for international 
payments with countries under US sanctions, has taken steps in 2017 to sign an 
agreement with Iran for the use of national currencies (lira and ryal), in joint commercial 
transactions. The agreement was signed between the two central banks and was aimed at 
reducing conversion costs and protecting trade with Iran in products prohibited by the 
American legal system but lawful according to the Turkish one. The agreement was 
supposed to reduce dependence on trade between the two countries from the use of the 
euro and the dollar and act as a multiplier for bilateral trade relations. The purchase of 
petroleum products in Turkish lira, in fact, would oblige Iran to repurchase a counter value 
in Turkish goods, pushing up bilateral trade, which in 2018 was under 10 billion dollars in 
value. The agreement on the use of national currencies also followed an agreement for 
preferential bilateral trade in 2015, but these measures have not produced the expected 
results so far. On the contrary, as the new American sanctions of 2018 entered into force, 
Turkey has acted differently from its declarations of supporting Tehran after US 
denunciation  of  JCPOA, progressively  adapting  to  American  restrictions; this produced  
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small reward with Ankara receiving a waiver, that is a concession of importing a small 
amount of oil. At the expiration of the waiver Turkey was in compliance with the US 
embargo, confirming the difficulties of challenging directly the US financial system.  

The second method to exit the dollar system in Turkey's international trade would be 
to use a secure payment system, such as those recently established by the European 
Union or Switzerland, based on bartering and exchange of goods guaranteed by a 
dedicated payment system bilaterally built between the two states. However it remains 
unlikely that Turkey will build its own Special Purpose Veichle, (this is the name of this 
type of instruments), but rather the possibility of joining the European one, called INSTEX, 
could be taken into consideration. This instrument, based in France and operating as a 
private law company, is currently supported by the governments of France, Germany and 
Great Britain, but according to its regulation it is allowed to be expanded to other countries, 
also extra-European. 

Finally, the third option is that of the cryptocurrency world. The domain of the crypto 
currencies, due to the characteristics of its decentralized and anonymous system of 
operation unrelated to either the dollar or other fiat currencies, represents an alternative 
not only to the system of international exchange in dollars but an alternative to state 
currencies, opening scenarios of financial disintermediation that go beyond the simple 
question of dollar hegemony in the international trade system. Until now, attempts to 
create state cryptocurrencies (significant is the case of Venezuela with the Petro) have not 
produced significant effects. Normally, state cryptocurrencies are in some way related to 
raw materials that guarantee their value, something that Turkey, as a country poor in raw 
materials, cannot achieve. However, Turkey is considered one of the countries in the world 
with the highest level of use of cryptocurrencies as financial instruments. According to 
market research firm Statista1, in 2019 20% of those who hold financial payment 
instruments also have cryptocurrency funds. The popularity of cryptocurrencies in Turkey 
has grown, as the propensity to maintain precious metals, in parallel with the weakening of 
the Turkish economy and the significant devaluation of the Turkish lira in 2018. However, it 
cannot be ruled out that Turkey could in the future participate in a cryptocurrency created 
by a third country and supported by its natural resources. This could be achieved by a 
small group of countries interested in building an exchange instrument for alternative and 
protected international trade with respect to the traditional dollar. 

                                                           
1  https://www.statista.com/forecasts/1003012/financial-product-usage-in-turkey 
 



Mashreq, Gran Maghreb, Egypt and Israel 
Claudio Bertolotti 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 72 

The countries in the Middle East and North Africa are facing formidable economic 
challenges under the pressure of rapid global change and the evolution of technologies 
and financial tools alternative to traditional financial approaches. Some have made 
remarkable progress. For others the choice is between, on the one hand, the pursuit of 
economic, institutional and political reform by which they can develop more rapidly; and, 
on the other, delaying such reform, thereby risking economic decline and reduced social 
and political stability, not least in the face of rapid population growth. The key is to take 
advantage of the economic opportunities brought by the globalization process and to make 
productive use of the region’s considerable human, financial and physical resources.        
The Middle East and North Africa region, even if threatened by wars and conflicts, has a 
great potential to achieve major economic and social improvements, and thereby become 
a full-fledged actor in the global economy. It can do so by increasing its overall 
competitiveness if it pursues co-operation within the region as well as with Europe. 
Additional positive factors are the signing of bilateral free-trade agreements with the 
European Union, the size and strength of the Israeli economy, and the performance of 
Jordan in terms of trade liberalization and structural adjustment - the best in the Mashreq. 
In other words, this particular area has a great potential to become - especially by taking 
advantage of the relative economic strength of Israel - the engine for economic growth in 
the entire region.1 

Morocco and Tunisia are the two countries in the Maghreb which have the most 
developed economies and which have come furthest along the road of structural 
adjustment. They have also signed bilateral free-trade agreements with the European 
Union, a fact that is likely to favor trade and investment in the Maghreb in the years to 
come. Today's global competitive pressure, along with increased domestic demand for 
employment, is forcing the countries in question to accelerate the pace of reform. Such 
measures should promote macroeconomic stability, help implement credible and 
consistent trade liberalization and privatization policies, tailor educational policies to the 
real needs of the economy, and eventually help alleviate poverty through sustained 
growth; furthermore, one possible useful tool could be the access to cryptocurrency as a 
way to expand the market opportunity avoiding dependence and influence from abroad. 

Looking at the global economy and market, United States enjoys an exclusive 
position of power over the world’s financial system thanks to the supremacy of the US 
dollar. As consequence, several countries’ competitors would be about to adopt a solution 
alternative to the supremacy of the US Dollar: cryptocurrency.2 

US dollar is broadly accepted as the world’s reserve currency, meaning that foreign 
governments stockpile dollars and use them to take part in international trade. This means 
that much of global trade must run through US banks, and the US government can gain 
advantage during a conflict by cutting off adversaries’ access to dollars.                          
For decades, there has not been a good way to conduct significant international commerce 
                                                           
1  Economic development in the Middle East and North Africa, Report Doc. 8069, Netherlands Parliamentary Assembly, 

Standing Committee, 7 April 1998. 
2  Orcutt M., “Crypto rogue” nations want to use blockchains to undermine the US dollar, MIT Technology Review, 1st  

August 2019. 
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without moving through the US-led global financial system3, but now new solutions are 
being built using block chain technology.4 

In the near term, what we will see is a small-scale sanctions-evasion operation that 
use existing coins and cryptocurrency exchanges.5 The three most important nations 
investing in cryptocurrency, which are able to influence North African and Middle Eastern 
countries, are Russia, Iran, and China. China in particular, which is the most important 
investor in Africa and actively involved in infrastructural projects connected with the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI, or OBOR - One Belt One Road) is actively exploring the long-
term potential of block chains to help to engage in trade without having to rely on US 
dollars. 

In brief, today’s cryptocurrency system is slow and ineffective to be considered as a 
real competitor to the US-led system. However, this is a short-term obstacle. 

                                                           
3  Fanusie Y., Logan T., Foundation for Defense of Democracies (FDD), Washington. 
4  Orcutt M., “Crypto rogue”…, cit. 
5  Ibidem. 
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The European Union has created a mechanism that will allow European countries to 
trade with Iran despite US sanctions, an opening move towards Tehran1 to convince the 
Iranians to respect the JCPOA, the 2015 nuclear agreement2. INSTEX, Instrument in 
Support of Trade Exchanges, will allow the exchange of goods without requiring direct 
money transfers. It was recorded after months of negotiations and technical talks following 
the unilateral exit from the agreement in May 2018 by the Trump administration. 

In November 2018, the US administration removed from the list attached to the 
Executive Order 13599 the subjects related to the definition of "Government of Iran" or 
"Iranian financial institution", reinserting them within the Specially Designated Nationals 
and Blocked Persons list (SDN). This implies the US ban on providing specialized financial 
messaging services to banking institutions and the Iranian central bank. It has also 
resulted in a quasi-isolation on which the recent update of the European block regulation3 - 
for the protection of European companies from secondary sanctions - has reduced 
effectiveness. 

The new entity acts as a clearinghouse, denominated in Euro, to conduct trade with 
European companies. It is a barter agreement that operates outside the global financial 
system dominated by the United States (the dollar determines oil and metals’ price, 
represents more than 60% of the international debt and 62% of global foreign currency 
reserves, while the euro is only 20%). Trade will concentrate on non-sanctionable goods, 
but there are doubts that it will give the troubled Iranian economy enough advantage by 
slowing runaway inflation and currency depreciation. The entity initially aims at small and 
medium-sized European companies and the trading volume will probably remain limited. 

INSTEX will create a virtual ledger to balance the assets: payments will be 
exchanged between EU companies that import and export to Iran, and the same will 
happen on the Iranian side - the counterpart in Tehran is the Special Trade and Finance 
Institute, STFI. The parties will be able to complete transactions without Euro in Iran, or 
Rial in Europe. INSTEX is not expected to deal with oil-related transactions, Iran's main 
source of foreign currency, which have significantly fallen since last year. 

INSTEX is a corporation under French law, with headquarters in Paris and a capital 
of 3,000 euros, the company name including the three EU member countries signatories of 
the JCPOA. It is chaired by a German citizen, Per Fischer, a former Commerzbank official, 
and managed by a committee of 3 diplomats: Simon McDonald, Permanent 
Undersecretary of State for Foreign Affairs of the United Kingdom; Miguel Berger, head of 
                                                           
1  E. Ventura, “INSTEX: la scommessa europea per salvare l’accordo nucleare con l’Iran”, CeSI, 24 luglio 2019; 

https://bit.ly/317zPv5.  
2  “EU mechanism for trade with Iran 'now operational'”, DW, 28/06/2019, https://bit.ly/2GgUdCj.  
3  European Parliament, “Updating the Blocking Regulation. The EU's answer to US extraterritorial sanctions”, June 

2018; https://bit.ly/2M5vth6; Regulation (EC) 2271/96, pag. 5: “known as the 'Blocking Regulation', was first adopted 
on 22 November 1996 to protect EU businesses 'against the effects of the extraterritorial application of legislation 
adopted by a third country'. The EU initially adopted the regulation in 1996 as a countermeasure to US extraterritorial 
economic sanctions against Cuba, Libya and Iran, which EU governments argued benefited US foreign policy 
interests at the expense of the sovereignty of EU Member States. The annex to the Blocking Regulation sets out the 
measures the regulation seeks to 'block'. On 6 June 2018, the European Commission adopted a delegated act to 
update the annex to the Blocking Regulation. Once adopted, the revised annex will include the recent US measures 
on Iran (For the purposes of this briefing, US laws concerning Cuba that also feature in the annex to the Blocking 
Regulation are disregarded).” 

https://bit.ly/317zPv5
https://bit.ly/2GgUdCj
https://bit.ly/2M5vth6


Persian Gulf 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 75 

the economic department of the German Foreign Ministry and Maurice Gourdault-
Montagne, general secretary of the French Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs. The EU 
did not contribute as a member to the establishment of the special purpose vehicle, but the 
E3 group sought broader support from all 28 EU Member States, gathering the interest of 
Austria, Belgium, Finland, Holland, Spain, Slovenia and Sweden4. European companies 
and banks that do business with the United States may still be reluctant to negotiate with 
Tehran: so far, there has been a mass escape5.  

The International Court of Justice, with the 3rd October 20186 decision, has set that 
the United States must comply with measures that suspend the enforceability of secondary 
sanctions relating to the sale in Iran of goods belonging to the humanitarian channel.         
The Hague Court has imposed the release of the licenses and the necessary 
authorizations to guarantee banking support to the commercial relationships for the sale of 
food, agricultural products, medicines and medical devices. 

The United States has promised to continue the "maximum pressure" campaign on 
Iran7 to affect its ballistic missile program and growing influence in the Middle East, 
warning European banks and businesses that they could face severe fines and penalties 
for violations. 

"If we cannot sell our oil and we do not enjoy financial transactions, then I do not 
think that keeping the deal will benefit us more," Ali Akbar Salehi, head of Iran's Atomic 
Energy Organization, said in January 2019. 

Iranian President Rouhani is under pressure to get out of an agreement that the more 
conservative wing has resisted from the start. According to Deputy Foreign Minister Abbas 
Araqchi, INSTEX is a step forward but still not sufficient8. Iran also looks at Russia and 
China (the oil trade in the last few months has decreased remarkably), the other 
signatories of the nuclear agreement, to maintain trade flows by challenging the United 
States. 

According to the European Council on Foreign Relations, the United States has 
established unilateral rules on secondary sanctions that abuse their global financial 
dominance9. Acting swiftly, Europe could strengthen its credibility with Iran and increase 
the E3's pressure on the US administration, showing that it has substantial resilience to 
Washington's unilateral sanctions and policies. 
 

                                                           
4  B. Romano, “Italia e Polonia frenano il dispositivo salva Iran”, Il Sole 24 Ore, 19/07/2019; https://bit.ly/2SQYHnW.  
5  S. Fleming, “Currency warrior: why Trump is weaponizing the dollar”, Financial Times, July 1, 2019. 
6  V. Rugge, “Sanzioni USA all'Iran: la contromossa dell'Europa”, ISPI, 22 febbraio 2019; https://bit.ly/2OoRLjx.  
7  S. Maloney, “As Trump moves to cut off Iran’s oil revenues, what’s his endgame?”, Brookings Institution, April 22, 

2019; https://brook.gs/2Gn3712.  
8  S. Dowling, “INSTEX: Doubts linger over Europe's Iran sanctions workaround”, Al Jazeera, 1 July 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2RP8t9U.  
9  E. Geranmayeh, “Trading with Iran via the special purpose vehicle: How it can work”, ECFR, 07 February 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2DYhOqA.  
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Currency is one of the major issues in the debate on the economic development of 
the African continent. In effect, currency and its exchange rate are one of the most 
important compensation mechanisms for negotiating the terms of inclusion in the global 
market of goods and capital1. The absence of effective monetary sovereignty has long 
been considered one of the main causes of underdevelopment in Africa: the de-facto 
continuity between the hetero-directed currency regimes of the colonial period and the 
surreptitiously sovereign currency regimes of the post-independence period was one of the 
keys to explain Africa's anchoring to the status of supplier of cheap commodities in 
exchange for advanced industrial goods2. Despite the establishment of central banks with 
exclusive minting powers, African currencies still remain subject to the price fluctuations of 
one country’s main export goods, with little capacity for trade outside national borders.  
The desire to ensure greater stability against devaluation and inflation explains the 
contemporary tension of various regional organisations on the continent towards the 
creation of common currency platforms3.  

An example of this trend is the East African Community (EAC), which is committed to 
creating a currency that will overcome national fragmentation by 2024. The leaders of 
Kenya, Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda and Uganda have met regularly since 2014 to 
establish a roadmap for achieving the necessary macro-economic parameters4. However, 
declarations of intent have not always been followed by concrete progress. In the case of 
the EAC, regional currency integration plans have slowed down as a result of doubts 
arising from the Euro experience and fears of restructuring the balance of power in the 
region5. By 2019, for example, the payment system set up to ensure the free convertibility 
of regional currencies was dominated by the Kenyan schilling for more than 98% of 
transactions6. The limited share of intra-continental trade in the trade basket of many 
African countries represents a further obstacle to the creation of a common currency7. 
 

Currency and power politics in eastern and southern Africa. 

The debate on the adoption of alternative exchange currencies to the dollar is 
particularly relevant also for the restructuring of power relations out of the African 
continent. The equation between geopolitical ambitions and monetary hegemony has 
always been a  crucial  element in the formation of informal empires: in Africa, the colonies  

                                                           
1  Jeffrey Herbst, States and Power in Africa, Comparative Lessons in Authority and Control, Princeton University 

Press, 2000, p. 204. 
2  I. Wallerstein, The World System and Africa, Diasporic Africa Press, 2017. 
3  Business Times, 10 July 2019. https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/banking-finance/west-africa-should-decide-on-

common-currency-by-2020-ivory-coast 
4  The East African, 19 May 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/business/Adoption-of-single-EAC-currency-to-take-

longer/2560-5121338-6ssgmbz/index.html 
5  H. Bass, M. Malovic, D. Rwehumbiza, A common currency for the East African Community? Lessons from the 

introduction of the Euro, International Business and Global Economy, 37, 2018.  
6  The East African, 20 May 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/business/EAC-states-waver-on-a-freely-convertible-

currency-regime/2560-5123290-13tme8a/index.html 
7  Andreas Eberhard-Ruiz & Alexander Moradi, 2018. "Regional Market Integration and City Growth in East Africa: 

Local but no Regional Effects?," CSAE Working Paper Series 2018-09, Centre for the Study of African Economies, 
University of Oxford. 
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played a considerable role in supporting Britain's residual imperial ambitions through the 
pound system after the end of World War II8. In the second half of the twentieth century, 
the definitive affirmation of the dollar as the international currency of reference favoured 
the advancement of US influence in areas of former European competence and the 
dominance of the Bretton Woods organisations over the international architecture of 
development cooperation9. It is no coincidence that the current questioning of the 
dominance of the dollar by the so-called BRICS countries has been accompanied by the 
creation of an alter ego of the World Bank and Monetary Fund with the aim of diversifying 
financing options for the so-called Global South10.  

A reflection on the breakdown of US and European hegemony in Africa and the rise 
of new powers from Asia cannot ignore China. The Chinese currency Renmimbi (or Yuan) 
has undergone a rapid process of internationalization in recent years, thanks also to the 
increase in the volume of bilateral trade with Africa and to the fact that a substantial part of 
African foreign debt is now under the control of Beijing. The official certification by the 
Monetary Fund on the global status of Renmimbi came in October 2016, when it rose to 
the rank of reserve currency in the organization's basket alongside the dollar, pound, yen 
and euro11. Eastern and southern Africa were a sort of laboratory for Beijing’s challenge to 
the dollar, due to the ramification of Chinese capital along the route of the Belt and Road 
Initiative. The Chinese government has entered into a growing series of currency swaps 
with the aim of undermining the dominance of Western financial institutions12. Zambia was 
the first country to offer banking services in Yuan in 2011, while Angola signed an 
agreement for the free convertibility between the local and Chinese currencies in 2015, 
thanks also to the importance of oil in bilateral trade13. In the following years an increasing 
number of African countries established similar mechanisms, attracting the concerns of the 
US administration14. 

Zimbabwe's capital, Harare, can be considered a reference centre for discussions on 
the adoption of alternative international currencies. The chairman of the Russia-Zimbabwe 
business council made a proposal to replace the dollar with the rouble in bilateral 
transactions with Moscow, noting that the use of this currency would facilitate the 
operations of Russian investors in Africa.15 In May 2018, Harare hosted a meeting of the 
Macroeconomic and Financial Management Institute of Eastern and Southern Africa, an 
institute that brings together economists and central bankers from 14 countries in the area.  

                                                           
8  G. Krozewski, “Sterling, the minor territories and the end of formal Empire, 1939-1958”, Economic History Review, 

46, 2, 1993. 
9  J. Freeman, American Empire, 1945-2000, Penguin Group, New York, 2012. 
10  Africa Portal, 14 August 2018. https://www.africaportal.org/features/can-china-free-africa-dependency-mighty-dollar/ 
11  China Daily, 2 January 2019. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201901/02/WS5c2c2a45a310d912140520d8.html 
12  China Daily, 31 January 2019. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201901/31/WS5c528b4ea3106c65c34e78c0.html 
13  Business Chief, 9 September 2016. https://africa.businesschief.com/finance/2534/The-rise-of-renminbi-yuan-across-

Africa 
14  Reuters, 14 September 2018. https://af.reuters.com/article/nigeriaNews/idAFL2N1VZ2A3 
15  RT, 29 October 2018. https://www.rt.com/business/442513-russia-africa-dollar-away/ 
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The objective of the conference was to discuss the possible acquisition of the Yuan as a 
reserve currency for the respective currency baskets, given the common financial 
exposure to Beijing16. The rise of the Yuan in the world monetary chessboard was also 
confirmed by the data of the Monetary Fund for the last quarter of 2018, when it 
consolidated as the fifth reserve currency after the dollar, euro, pound and yen17. 
Countries such as Mozambique, whose trade with China has increased by 35% in the last 
year, now hold about 10% of their currency reserves in Renmbimbi18. Despite the data 
suggesting steady growth, it is unlikely, however, that the Chinese currency will be able to 
undermine the US currency's role as a means of trade for African products in the medium 
term. The obstacles are not only of a political nature: Chinese commercial enterprises also 
prefer the Dollar as a means of payment for their transactions in Africa, as it is an effective 
shield against volatility and the risk of depreciation of local currencies19.  

                                                           
16  Reuters, 29 May 2018. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-yuan-africa/african-finance-leaders-to-debate-chinas-

yuan-as-a-reserve-currency-xinhua-idUSKCN1IU00N 
17  Xinhua.net, 30 March 2019. http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-03/30/c_137935994.htm 
18  All Africa, 1 February 2019. https://allafrica.com/stories/201902010980.html 
19  Global Times, 30 May 2018. http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1104776.shtml 
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The de-dollarization process is one of the most important factors within the economic, 
political and strategic competition of the last few years, and it may cause changes in the 
structure of the international system as it regards some of the emerging powers or those 
powers which intend to revise the economic-financial and global political-strategic status 
quo. This process was reinvigorated by the trade disputes between the United States and 
China as well as by the use of the dollar by the current US administration as a tool aimed 
at strengthening the sanctioning policies, in order to rebalance what Washington perceives 
as a situation of disadvantage caused by the alleged currency manipulation by commercial 
competitors1.  

Recently Craig Cohen, an analyst at JPMorgan Chase, predicted the possible 
forfeiture of dollar as the dominant currency: what has been given the United States an 
“exorbitant privilege”, according to the well-known definition of the then French Finance 
Minister, Valéry Giscard d'Estaing. Since the Federal Reserve holds the monopoly of the 
printing money of the universally accepted means of payment (dollar), Washington can 
issue debt in its own currency, manage substantial deficits (in foreign accounts) without 
apparent consequences, take advantage of lower financing costs and less exposure to 
foreign economic shocks and, last but not least, exercise its global political and strategic 
hegemony2.  

According to Cohen, the economic rise of Asia, which currently represents 50% of 
GDP and two thirds of global economic growth, will lead to a progressive increase in 
transactions in currencies other than the dollar, even if the latter were not officially 
replaced as dominant international currency. Basically, the Asian economic growth – and 
conversely the political one – could affect the value of the dollar and advantage the 
adoption of a mix of other currencies and other valuable assets, such as gold3.  

As a matter of fact, the economic uncertainty caused by commercial tensions, slow 
growth and low or negative interest rates have induced central banks around the world to 
increase their gold reserves at a rapid pace: in 2018 the central banks recorded the 
strongest demand for gold, since 19714.  

The change in the dynamics inherent in another key element of dollarization, the 
connection between the US currency and oil trade, could contribute to de-dollarization. 
Nowadays Beijing has surpassed Washington as the world's largest importer of crude oil, 
partly due to the increase in oil production in the United States over the past decade. 
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United States”, U.S. Department of the Treasury Office of International Affairs, May 2019, pp. 41-42. 
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The expansion of American domestic production has already led Washington to 
reduce imports by around 25% since 2010, at the same time as the Chinese have 
increased their oil imports. This trend could induce Beijing to pay the trade deficit related to 
oil imports through its own currency: petroyuan futures, launched in March 2019 in the 
Shanghai International Energy Exchange, have already exceeded the corresponding 
petrodollar futures in terms of volume in Singapore and Dubai. At the same time, the oil 
companies of Russia, Iran and Venezuela have already begun to accept the yuan as a 
payment currency for Chinese imports5. 

Because of the sanctioning policies and the continuous geopolitical tensions, Russia 
is one of the main actors involved in the de-dollarization process and in the strengthening 
of the economic and commercial partnership with China. According to the Financial Times, 
the idea of Andrei Kostin (director of the Russian VTB bank) of converting the reserves of 
banks and Russian companies into other currencies would have been supported by the 
Russian Ministry of Finance, the Central Bank and President Vladimir Putin6. 

As already mentioned, one of the main indicators of de-dollarization is the gold 
purchase. Moscow's gold reserves have exceeded 100 billion dollars, mainly due to the 
increase in the price of gold and the desire to boost the reserves of this precious metal. 
According to the latest data published by the Russian Central Bank, in the single month of 
June 2019 Moscow acquired over 18 tons of gold, bringing the total Russian reserves to 
2208 tons, equivalent to a value of 100.277 billion dollars. Since the beginning of this year, 
Moscow has increased its gold reserves by about 96.4 tons7. In 2018, the Russian Central 
Bank was the world leader in terms of acquired gold reserves, 274.3 tons, the largest 
quantity ever obtained in a single year, according to the World Gold Council8. 

The current sanctions led Russia to also decrease its currency reserves in dollars 
(from 29% to 10%, at the end of March 2019): in this regard Benn Steil, economist at the 
Council on Foreign Relations, admitted that Russia is making a real “strategic change in its 
reserves, towards the possession of less dollars and more assets in other currencies”9.  

In the second quarter of 2018, after a new round of sanctions imposed by 
Washington, the Russian Central Bank reallocated 101 billion dollars of its foreign 
exchange reserves in order to acquire the equivalent currency in euros, renminbi and yen. 
This operation makes the Russian share of Chinese currency equivalent to about ten times 
that of the global central banks: these shares represent about a quarter of the world 
reserves in yuan, according to data from the International Monetary Fund. Morgan Stanley 

                                                           
5  Philip Saunders, Russell Silberston, Mike Hugman, Sahil Mahtani, “What is driving de-dollarisation?”, Investec Asset 

Management, March 2019 (https://www.investecassetmanagement.com/en/insight/investment-institute/what-is-
driving-de-dollarisation).  

6  Henry Foy, “Can Russia stop using the US dollar?”, Financial Times, 03/10/2018 
(https://www.ft.com/content/a5187880-c553-11e8-8670-c5353379f7c2).  

7  In particular, Russia has acquired: 6 tons in January, 31 tons in February, 18 tons in March, 16 tons in April and 6 
tons in May. See: “Las reservas de oro de Rusia superan los 100.000 millones de dólares”, Russia Today, 
26/07/2019 (https://actualidad.rt.com/actualidad/322212-reservas-oro-rusia-superar-millones-dolares).  

8  “Gold Demand Trends Full year and Q4 2018”, World Gold Council, 31 January 2019 
(https://www.gold.org/goldhub/research/gold-demand-trends/gold-demand-trends-full-year-2018/central-banks-and-
other-institutions#footnote-2), cit. 

9  Natasha Doff, Anna Andrianova, “Russia Buys Quarter of World Yuan Reserves in Shift From Dollar”, Bloomberg, 
09/01/2019 (https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-01-09/russia-boosted-yuan-euro-holdings-as-it-dumped-
dollars-in-2018). 
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has also estimated that in 2018 the Russian Federation was the main buyer of Chinese 
bonds, representing more than 90% of the inflows into the Chinese bond market10.  

A further element is provided by payments for exports from Moscow to Beijing. 
According to RBC, the share of dollar payments has fallen below 50% for the first time in 
history: from 75.1% in 2018 to 45.7% in the first quarter of 2019. In addition, if we consider 
both the imports and exports of goods and services between Russia and China, the share 
of dollar payments has dropped dramatically but still accounts for 55.7% of the total ($ 
14.7 billion out of a total of $ 26.4 billion). At the same time, the share of euro payments in 
Russian exports to China rose from 0.7% in the first quarter of 2018 to 37.6% in the first 
quarter of 201911. 

The Russian approach, like that of other states, is not only driven by economic and 
financial considerations, but it also has a political and strategic character. Elvira Nabiullina, 
governor of the Russian Central Bank, explained that Moscow's drive towards de-
dollarization, adopted especially over the past two years, concerns “the reduction of the 
economic and political risk deriving from the actions of the current United States towards 
the countries that do not follow US policies”12. 

 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

It is foreseeable that the de-dollarization process does not lead, in the short term, to a 
sudden decline of the dollar as the dominant international currency. Historically, the origin 
of the pre-eminence of the American currency (over the British pound) is traced back to 
the Bretton Woods agreements (1944). In substance, however, the value of the pound had 
already eroded several decades before the Second World War, following a gradual path 
during which the slow economic and political decadence of Great Britain was flanked by 
the rise of American economic power. However, the historical parallelism with the decline 
of the pound to the advantage of the dollar does not take into account the fact that 70% of 
all global commercial transactions are still carried out in dollars and the share of dollars in 
global currency reserves still accounts for 63-65%. Therefore, at present no regional or 
national economy is in a position to completely abandon the dollar for the simple reason 
that the American currency is still dominant in international regulations and foreign 
exchange reserves13.  

Nonetheless, it is possible to glimpse the beginning of a phase that could lead to the 
gradual abandonment of the US currency by Asian economies, especially if the 
sanctioning regime and protectionist policies of Washington should persist. As a matter of 
fact, the tendency to seek alternatives to dependence on the dollar is pushing an 
increasing number of states to adopt other national currencies as a payment system for 
the bilateral exchange of goods and services. The acceleration of this trend, or its constant 

                                                           
10  Ivi.  
11  “U.S. Dollar's Share Collapses in Payments for Russia-China Exports”, The Moscow Times, 26/07/2019 

(https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/07/26/us-dollars-share-collapses-in-payments-for-russia-china-exports-
a66587).  

12  “Russia’s Central Bank: ‘US Dollar Is Now An Unreliable Tool’”, Russia Briefing, Dezan Shira & Associates, 
31/05/2019 (https://www.russia-briefing.com/news/russias-central-bank-us-dollar-now-unreliable-tool.html/).  

13  “The World Trends Toward De-Dollarization”, Medium, 05/09/2018 (https://medium.com/@kvantorcom/the-world-
trends-toward-de-dollarization-d282fc97fb8f).  
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continuation over time, could erode the dominance of the dollar and inaugurate a system 
that implies the use of a basket of national currencies (or even cryptocurrencies, with the 
consequent threat for the monetary sovereignty of states14).  

Nonetheless, in the Russian case there are some variables that make uncertain such 
a process. If it is true that the increase in bilateral trade with China can favour the 
abandonment of the dollar as a payment currency, it is equally evident that Russia remains 
predominantly an exporter of raw materials and energy, which are goods whose markets 
are still dominated by dollar. In this framework, a change could take place if the Kremlin 
persuaded its European partners to use national currencies in bilateral trade15. 

Overall, the de-dollarization process is linked to the willingness of the proponents - 
and Russia is among the main ones - to distance themselves from the influence of the 
dollar in order to pursue a multipolar world order. However, the possibilities of carrying out 
such a project, in the medium-long term, are linked both to the actual weight of the 
economic-financial interchange between the proponent states (Russia, China, India, 
Turkey, Iran, etc.) and to their economic growth, as well as to the conditions of the US 
economy and its foreign debt. 

 

 

                                                           
14  Miguel Ángel García Vega, “Facebook y su moneda libra ponen en jaque la soberanía monetaria”, El País, 

13/07/2019 (https://elpais.com/economia/2019/07/10/actualidad/1562751520_024812.html).  
15  According to an article published by Ivan Danilov for the Russian agency RIA, the Russian Finance Minister (and first 

Deputy Prime Minister) Anton Siluanov would have proposed to Emmanuel Macron and Angela Merkel, during the St. 
Petersburg Forum of 24-26 May 2018, the adoption of a sort of “petro-euro” as an alternative currency to the dollar in 
Russian-European trade. See: “Russian Finance Minister Siluanov: If The EU Refuses To Support The U.S. 
Economic Pressure On Russia – Moscow Will Help EU Start De-Dollarization”, The Middle East Media Research 
Institute, Special Dispatch No. 7510, 06/06/2018 (https://www.memri.org/reports/russian-finance-minister-siluanov-if-
eu-refuses-support-us-economic-pressure-russia-%E2%80%93-moscow).  

https://elpais.com/economia/2019/07/10/actualidad/1562751520_024812.html
https://www.memri.org/reports/russian-finance-minister-siluanov-if-eu-refuses-support-us-economic-pressure-russia-%E2%80%93-moscow
https://www.memri.org/reports/russian-finance-minister-siluanov-if-eu-refuses-support-us-economic-pressure-russia-%E2%80%93-moscow


Southern and Eastern Asia 
Claudia Astarita 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 83 

Vladimir Putin welcomed Xi Jinping to Russia in early June. The two leaders took 
advantage of this meeting to re-launch what is increasingly appearing as their anti-dollar 
strategy. Russia and China have agreed to strengthen the use of their national currencies, 
the rouble and the yuan, in bilateral trade1.  

Today more than ever, Moscow and Beijing are under pressure because of the trade 
sanctions Washington has imposed on them, and because of President Donald Trump 
unpredictability. Hence the need to try to reduce the use of US dollars on their respective 
economies by tying them more between each other and by trying to establish a payment 
system that is less dependent on the US dollar2. A system that, although this reflection has 
not yet been officialised, can grow and become a real alternative to the dollar system for 
other nations, starting from those that are already well connected to Moscow and Beijing.  

For China, the "dollar" issue is also a strategic one. China is the second world power, 
the second largest economy in the world and the first global power in terms of exports, but 
its national currency continues to play a marginal role in the international financial system. 
The global power President Xi Jinping is building is certainly a country that must be 
capable of imposing the yuan as a valuable international currency. 

In March 2018, Beijing launched its first renminbi-denominated oil contract: the move 
has been interpreted as an open challenge launched by the petro-yuan to the petro-dollar 
order3. In addition, since the yuan has been included in the International Monetary Fund 
Special Drawing Rights (SDR) basket on October 1st, 2016, China has finally succeeded in 
increasing its currency exchanges, especially with Asian countries4. And yet, despite these 
ambitious efforts to facilitate the internationalization of the yuan, Beijing has not managed 
to increase the number of transactions in yuan, whose market share, between 2014 and 
2016, shrank from 2.8 to 2 percent5.   

India is in an even weaker position, which attempts to internationalize the rupee even 
more unrealistic. Until the end of 2018, the Indian economy suffered a lot due to a strong 
depreciation of the national currency. If at the beginning of 2018 the rupee had come to 
lose 12 percent of its value, by the end of the year it had recovered a bit, stabilizing at -
8.46% compared to the previous twelve months. In what the press labelled “a moment of 
desperation”, New Delhi even proposed Beijing to sign an agreement to increase the use 

                                                           
1  It is important to remember that it is not the first time that Russia and China are trying to agree on ruble-yuan 

exchanges, and that all previous attempts have failed. Karen Yeung, “Why China and Russia are struggling to 
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2  Charles Wallace, “Are Russia And China Trying To Kill The Dollar?”, Forbes, August 14, 2018, 
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https://ftalphaville.ft.com/2018/09/19/1537329600000/China-s-currency-will-not-replace-the-US-dollar/ 



Southern and Eastern Asia  

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 84 

of rupees and yuan in bilateral transactions, but the Indian proposal was not taken into 
consideration by China6.  

At the beginning of 2019, however, the depreciation not only became a vague 
memory, but the value of the Indian currency reversed the trend and appreciated by 1.8 
percent. Just enough to allow the newly re-elected Narendra Modi to present these results 
as a personal success. Although, on paper, India is a country with a huge economic 
potential, the appreciation of the national currency is certainly not enough to solve all its 
economic problems, nor to project the rupee as a potential alternative to the US dollar. 
Indeed, markets operators remain very suspicious because they fear that the appreciation 
is only temporary and that there might be new unexpected fluctuations soon7.  

If it is true that Russia, China, India and several other nations are now trying to 
impose their national currencies on a regional or international scale, according to their 
capacities, this new attitude does not imply that they are achieving their desired results.       
A research coordinated by the economists Ethan Ilzetzki of the London School of 
Economics and Carmen Reinhart and Kenneth Rogoff of Harvard University showed that, 
until 2015, 62 percent of the countries had their currencies pegged to the US dollar and 
about the same percentage of developing countries was borrowing dollars. Only less than 
30 percent of nations were using the Euro to keep their exchange rate stable and only 13 
percent of developing countries were borrowing euros in significant quantities. The British 
pound and the Chinese yuan, instead, appear only very rarely in statistics8. 

Finally, when looking at the composition of bank reserves, the US dollar remains the 
dominant one (70 per cent of total share). The Chinese yuan comes after the Euro, the 
Japanese yen, the British pound, the Canadian dollar and the Australian one9.  

Why is the dollar's weight so difficult to downsize? It is not just a matter of the 
relevance of US economy and its trade outreach. According to Moody's, it is the 
transparency of the US financial market, the predictability and credibility of US monetary 
policy that is making the difference10. Even if there will be a readjustment in the 
composition of the currencies ratio used for commercial exchanges or as bank reserves, 
years, if not decades, will be needed to downsize the relevance of the US dollar as an 
international currency. In addition, it is too hard to say that, in case this will happen, the US 
dollar will be replaced by the Chinese yuan, the Russian rouble or the Indian rupee, as all 
these currencies are still very far from playing even a marginal role in international 
financial dynamics. Finance has its own rules and transparency and predictability are two 
key variables for international operators. It is also for this reason that China cannot hope to 
have a great future in this sector: all market operators know that the Chinese Communist 
Party can, at any time, change the rules of the game. This awareness inevitably affects the 
level of transparency and reliability associated to the People's Republic of China.   
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It is not the first time that there is a clear intention to introduce new payment systems 
for international exchanges. At the end of the First World War, the decline of British power 
and the complicated economic transition from a warfare to an economy of peace time 
gradually limited the use of GBP currency in international trade. And until the advent of the 
Bretton Woods system, economic uncertainty was one of the factors that inhibited 
international economic connections. From that moment until the present day, the US dollar 
has become the currency of exchange par excellence in the international transactions of 
the West, first, and, with the end of the Cold War, of the whole world. In this sense, the 
extension of the dollar as a currency used for international exchanges revealed the 
perception that the United States was the only super-power left standing from the ashes of 
the fall of the Berlin Wall. In this perspective, the intention that China, Russia, India, Iran 
and Turkey are demonstrating in order to identify alternative forms of payment to the US 
dollar must be read. The possible scenarios that open up for Latin America today intersect 
two different contexts: the economic context and the political-strategic one. 

As regards the first context, the dollar, in the collective imagination of Latin American 
countries, represents an important reference currency. Except for Brazil, which has 
achieved a certain monetary stability since 1998, a large part of Latin America has become 
anchored to the dollar: from the experiences of fixed and free exchange with the dollar like 
those of menemist Argentina or Correa's Ecuador , to the interventions of the International 
Monetary Fund in the region (the intervention in Ecuador last spring is only one of the 
last1), the US currency has been (and continues to be) the great protagonist of the 
economic realities of the area. The dollar, in fact, is often perceived by Latin American 
citizens as a safe currency to save their savings from the plague that historically crosses 
national economies, inflation. Precisely for this reason, the management of dollar reserves 
in (public and private) banks is one of the most sensitive issues for the Latin American 
ruling classes. In this sense, all those economies that are achieving negative 
performances (such as that of Venezuela or Argentina) could benefit from the emergence 
of new payment systems alternative to the dollar for international trade because they 
would limit their dependence on the dollar, a scarce or very good difficult to obtain.        
And this is precisely the meaning of the proposal launched by the Venezuelan president, 
Nicolás Maduro who is trying to spread, in recent months, a new virtual currency, a crypto-
currency called Petro. 

As for the second context, the political-strategic situation seems to be more viscous. 
On one side, China and Russia have long approached the international anti-American axis 
that brings together Maduro's Venezuela, Daniel Ortega's Nicaragua, post-castrist Cuba 
and Evo Morales's Bolivia. An approach that was initially based on an economic arena: 
China, in particular, has shown itself to be very inclined to shift its investments towards 
these Latin American Countries2. In addition to the economic aspect, Russia and China 
                                                           
1  E. Tapia, «Equipo técnico del FMI aprobó segundo desembolso del crédito para Ecuador», in El Comercio, 

30/05/2019 [available on line at https://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/equipo-fmi-desembolso-credito-ecuador.html, 
last access 29/07/2019]. 
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have also shown themselves to be in favour of strategic-military approximations: both 
powers, in fact, have engaged in arms trade in the countries of the anti-Yankee axis.        
Then there was the political support (promoted, above all, by Russia3) towards the 
madurist Venezuela, strongly criticized by a good part of the inter-American and, more 
generally, international community. 

The political-strategic context, however, is enriched by a further nuance. Since 2011, 
Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Peru have gathered in the Pacific Alliance, a form of regional 
economic integration that openly seeks to promote the expansion of Latin American trade 
towards the Asian pivot. It was a novelty for the Latin American scenario. It is a novelty 
partly because these Countries has historically been more commercially connected with 
the United States or Europe. It is a novelty partly because the four member countries of 
the Alliance were the ones that showed the greatest economic dynamism in the area. 

The scenarios that emerge from the dialogical connection of these two analytic 
contexts are multiple and, so far, imponderable. The intentions of China, Russia, India, 
Iran and Turkey can create new development opportunities for Latin American countries if 
and only if the latter will be able to start virtuous economic cycles. But the challenge today 
still seems to be at the beginning. 
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After decades of total pre-eminence of the US Dollar as the main currency used in 
the international trade, in recent years some countries have been engaged to develop 
alternative payment methods, in order to disengage their economies from the over-reliance 
on the US Dollar: these countries are also working to create a new international system of 
financial payments which could balance the US-created SWIFT (Society for Worldwide 
Interbank Financial Telecommunication), because in the current political scenario the 
United States are perceived as a non-reliable trade partner. 

We can observe that the main supporters of this de-dollarization process are the 
countries, which have open disputes (in the political, economic, diplomatic or military field) 
with the United States: Russia, China, Iran, Turkey, but also India, Brazil and South Africa 
within the BRICS group. Especially Russia and China have made the most significant 
progress to create an alternative payment system to the US Dollar, reducing the influence 
of the American currency in their national economies. 

In 2018 China and Russia signed an agreement to increase the use of their national 
currencies (Yuan, or Renminbi, and Rubbles) in bilateral and international trade, with the 
clear goal to reduce their dependence on the US Dollar and to downplay Washington's 
strategy which - according to the Sino-Russian point of view - aims to employ the US 
Dollar as a “trade weapon” to impose sanctions.1 In fact, if we consider that about 40% of 
the global transactions is based on the SWIFT international payment system - and on the 
US Dollar - it is evident that the threat to exclude some countries from the SWIFT system 
represents for Washington a strong tool of influence.  

Although the Chinese Yuan currently ranks at the fifth place as payment currency 
used for the global trade, the Sino-Russian attempts to promote a new and alternative 
payment system based on their national currencies and to incentive the use of their 
national credit cards (Mir in Russia and UnionPay in China) will allow to avoid the use of 
SWIFT for several transactions, so reducing the impact and the negative effects of the 
American sanctions.2 In 2020 the bilateral trade between China and Russia will surpass 
US$200 billion, which represents a good reason to further proceed with the reconversion 
process of the payment system, with a special focus on the energy sector where they want 
to increase the use of Yuan and Rubbles as the main currencies to realize transactions 
within the lucrative and reciprocally profitable commercialization of oil and natural gas.3 

In addition, the Southeast Asian countries - as members of the ASEAN regional 
organization - have openly expressed the desire to reduce risks linked to the fluctuations 
of the US Dollar-exchange rate, promoting a rising use of their national currencies. 

This idea has been recently discussed during the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMIM) - a 
regional forum  also known with the name of ASEAN+3 (China, Japan, South Korea) - held  
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in the Fiji Islands on May 2, 2019 and attended by the Finance Ministers and the Central 
Bank Governors of the involved nations.4 CMIM forum was created in 2000 with the aim to 
provide financial allocations to the countries in order to prevent the devastating effect of a 
potential currency crisis, similar to 1997 events. 

ASEAN countries now have the possibility to access Asian currencies - if there are 
emergency conditions - which could favour their large use as well as a rising allocations of 
these as foreign exchange reserves.5  Furthermore, the introduction of the Yuan and 
Japanese Yen in the CMIM currency swap agreement will allow ASEAN countries to be 
less vulnerable in the case of a new currency crisis, because they will be less dependent 
on the performance of the US Dollar.6  

At present, the CMIM currency swap safety net is valued at US$240 billion: according 
to the regulations in force, each country can borrow a fixed quote in the case of liquidity 
risk, but 70% of this quote is subjected to the conditionality clauses of the International 
Monetary Fund (to encourage austerity and a rationale granting of loans in order to avoid 
risks of default).7  

The amount of this buffer fund is one of the main problem for the ASEAN countries, 
because it appears inadequate to deal with the impact of a future financial and currency 
crisis: for instance Thailand holds a quota of US$22 billion, but in the case of a serious and 
systemic liquidity crisis Bangkok could use only US$6 billion (the 30% of the planned 
quota which is not subject to the IMF clauses), which would be not sufficient in a condition 
of currency scarcity.8 

China has promptly moved in line with this ASEAN approach: in January 2019 China 
published a five year-plain aimed to strengthen the economic and financial integration 
between Chinese southern province of Guanxi and Southeast Asian countries and to 
promote the internationalisation of Yuan. This Chinese province shares a border with 
Vietnam and it should be the financial hub of the ASEAN-China economic cooperation. 

This plan reflects the determination of Beijing to promote the use of the Chinese 
national currency in the commercial relations with ASEAN states, facilitating cross-border 
trade, granting loans and investing in local projects within the Belt and Road Initiative, 
which will be expressly funded in Dollars. 

The global attempts to develop new and alternative system of payments - which will 
be based on different currencies and not more on US Dollars – represent an interesting 
evolution able to ensure a greater flexibility in the currency markets as well as a tool to 
mitigate the effects of a potential global economic crisis. 

Even if these efforts could have a positive impact in the medium term, the concrete 
affirmation of an alternative payment system appears a long process, considering that 
currency such as the Chinese Yuan currently account for about 2% of the global 

                                                           
4 Hisao Kodachi, Takashi Nakano, ASEAN opens door to yuan and yen for currency safety net, NIKKEI, May 3, 2019, 

https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/ASEAN-opens-door-to-yuan-and-yen-for-currency-safety-net  
5 Mie Oba, Reforming the Chiang Mai Initiative, The Diplomat, May 21, 2019, 

https://thediplomat.com/2019/05/reforming-the-chiang-mai-initiative/  
6 Takashi Nakano, China lobbies ASEAN on yuan use, cracking dollar dominance, Nikkei, April 26, 2019, 

https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Markets/Currencies/China-lobbies-ASEAN-on-yuan-use-cracking-dollar-dominance 
7 Preetam Kaushik, Can the Yen and Yuan strengthen ASEAN currency safety nets?, The Asean Today, May 1, 2019, 

https://www.aseantoday.com/2019/05/can-the-yen-and-yuan-strengthen-asean-currency-safety-nets/  
8 Ibidem  
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payments, while the US Dollar accounts for 40%: these data show that a rebalance of the 
global system is necessary and welcomed, but it is strictly linked to the economic and 
monetary policy undertaken by the single states. 

The Chinese ambition to promote the internationalization of the Yuan is combined 
with the interests of ASEAN countries to bolster their economic capacity to deal with future 
potential financial crisis such as the disastrous economic crisis happened in 1997, 
progressively disengaging from the US Dollar and using other alternative hard currencies: 
in this strategy of monetary diversification, the main goal is to reduce the vulnerability 
deriving from the unbalanced reliance on a single currency. 

The rising use of the Chinese Yuan in the ASEAN economic space is eased by the 
Beijing's huge investments in the Southeast Asian countries, estimated at more than US$ 
1.5 billion in the first five months of 2019.9  

The strategy to grant loans in Yuan and to impose the Chinese national currency in 
the bilateral trade (and also among ASEAN countries) show the common will to jointly 
develop a regional system of payment based on the progressive reduction of the US 
Dollar's influence. 

                                                           
9 Fabio Indeo, Regional impact of the US tariffs against China: focus on ASEAN and Australia, 
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Consequences and issues of the African Continental Free Trade 

Agreement (AfCFTA) 

 
In the capital of Niger – Niamey - on 7 July last, the leaders of 54 African states have 

ratified the African Continental Free Trade Agreement (AfCFTA) for establishing and 
regulating a continental free trade area. A historic pact that according to the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) forecasts will favor the creation of a 
market of 1.2 billion people and a gross domestic product (GDP) of $2.5 trillion1. 

Numbers that in practical terms constitute the largest international trade agreement 
for the participating countries, and even the most important since the establishment of the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) in April 1994. 

The path that led to the birth of the AfCFTA is far back in time. Its origin can be linked 
to the Lagos Action Plan, adopted in 1980 by the then Organization of African Unity 
(OUA), which emphasized the need to create an economic union among all the African 
countries within twenty years. 

This understanding, on 3 June 1991, led 34 African leaders to sign the Abuja treaty, 
which established the African Economic Community (CEA) with the declared objective of 
creating free trade areas, customs unions, a single market, a central bank and a common 
currency. The CEA has also created a number of regional economic communities in 
different parts of Africa, which are the pillars of the organization2. 

In 2002, the OAU was succeeded by the African Union (AU), which as envisaged in 
article 3 (c) of the Constitution Act has among its objectives that of "accelerating the socio-
economic integration of the continent"3. The concrete steps to get to the creation of a new 
continental free trade area will come with the AU Summit held on 15 and 16 July 2012 at 
Addis Ababa. While in the 25th African Union Summit in Johannesburg will be started the 
negotiations, which took place in the following three years. 

The AfCFTA will see its realization in March 2018 in Kigali, Rwanda, with the signing 
of 44 countries and the illustrious absence of Nigeria and South Africa, the two largest 
continental economies. Even if, four months later Pretoria will decide to join. During the 
following months, eight other nations have signed the treaty, with the sole exception of 
Eritrea, Benin and Nigeria. These last two countries have decided to join the agreement at 
the Niamey conference on 7 July, while Eritrea is the only African state that remains 
outside the great continental pact. 

The goal set by the 54 signatory states is to inaugurate a new course for Africa 
development, supported by the progressive elimination of customs duties between the 
countries involved, and the free movement of goods. While in a more attenuated form, 
further benefits could come from the exchange of services within the continent, which has 
not recorded the economic boom achieved in recent decades by trade blocs in other parts 
of the globe.  
                                                           
1  www.uneca.org/publications/african-continental-free-trade-area-questions-answers 
2  https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/webditc2016d7_en.pdf 
3  https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/34873-file-constitutiveact_en.pdf 
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A gap partly attributable to the weak share of intra-regional African trade, which 
according to official statistics of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) represented only 17 per cent of total exports in 20174. An almost insignificant 
share, when compared with 59 per cent in Asia and 68 per cent in Europe recorded in the 
same period5. Which shows how African countries have poor trade relations with their 
neighbours, preferring to trade goods with the foreign, mainly with European countries. 

An imbalance caused by the fact that it is more convenient for Africans to buy goods 
from countries outside the continent, in order not to run into that tangle of commercial rules 
and customs tariffs. Which have so far made the intra-African market extremely expensive. 

All this has produced negative consequences both on employment and on the 
economic growth of the entire continent, which according to the World Economic Forum 
(WEF) forecasts, with the entry into force of the agreement should record a significant 
increase6. Furthermore, WEF analysts believe that a single large duty-free market should 
encourage large local companies to apply the economy of scale, which involves reducing 
average production costs in relation to the growth of plant size.  

The AfCFTA will generate other positive effects by the increase in demand, which will 
lead to rise in production. In addition, a consequent lowering of unit costs with a direct 
impact on consumers will be able to buy products and services at a lower price7.               
A favourable combination of factors, which should allow African companies to hire more 
workers and Member States to secure higher tax revenue. 

However, the achievement of these results will take time and the abolition of customs 
barriers will take place gradually after the entry into force of the AfCFTA. It is planned that 
the total elimination of duties on 90 per cent of the goods will take place in the medium-
long term, within the next five to eight years. Leaving African governments the possibility to 
indicate a 7 per cent of sensitive products, which will be liberalized in even longer times.  

In addition to excluding from the process, about 3 per cent of the merchandise 
categories considered essential for the interests of the individual countries. This is to 
protect, at least in a first phase, the most vulnerable sectors of the economies adhering to 
the free trade agreement. 

The forecasts drawn up by the AU, UNECA and UNCTAD on the increase in total 
trade in the continent originating from the AfCFTA are optimistic with growth estimates 
ranging from 10.2 per cent to 15.5 per cent, with an increase of 52.3 per cent compared to 
projections for 20228. The main beneficiaries of this large increase in African commercial 
activity are the industrial and agricultural sectors. The latter, according to the experts of the 
WEF, will in particular be able to take advantage of the increase in the food market, the 
strengthening of trade in agricultural products and the transformation of the sector9. 

                                                           
4  https://stats.unctad.org/handbook/MerchandiseTrade/ByPartner.htm 
5  Ibidem 
6  www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/02/how-a-single-market-will-transform-africa-s-economy/ 
7  Ibidem 
8  A. Matheson, The AfCFTA is laudable, but its imminent benefits are overstated, in «African Arguments», 26 June 

2019. http://bit.do/eZRUw 
9  M. Kituyi, This African trade deal could improve lives across the whole continent, in «Weforum.org», 13 May 2016. 

https://bit.ly/2JLOB5b 
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There is not lack of critical voices, highlighting the negative repercussions deriving 
from the decrease in revenues deriving from customs taxes. Over to warn that in the 
liberalization process the weaker economies may not be able to withstand the competition 
of the more structured ones. 

On the other hand, the AFCFTA supporters argue that the decrease in revenues from 
customs taxes would be compensated by an increase in income and real wages, because 
of the exports growth. While the significant upsurge in intra-regional trade should boost the 
continent's industrialization, with a consequent growth in employment. 

However, these forecasts are subject to the satisfaction of some critical issues, such 
as the lack of adequate infrastructures in many African countries. Which will allow the 
more infrastructure-equipped nations such as South Africa, Kenya, Egypt, Morocco and 
Ethiopia to achieve the benefits expected from the AfCFTA more easily10. 

Other elements that can represent a serious obstacle to give a concrete turn to the 
ambitious pan-African project are represented by vast areas of instability in some 
countries, excessive bureaucracy at the borders, non-harmonization of regulatory 
measures, corruption and the persistent scourge of unemployment. 

Ultimately, the AfCFTA represents an important step towards the continent's 
economic integration, but African governments still have a lot of work to do to reach the 
coveted goal. Primarily, they will have to work to allow the benefits spaced out as evenly 
as possible, ensuring that no country is left behind and ensuring that the agreement 
becomes a catalyst for sustainable economic development throughout the continent.  

The success of the agreement represents the real test to consolidate the Africa 
growth and improve the quality of life of its population. But above all the demonstration that 
all the countries of the continent are able to act as a single player to become protagonists 
of their own future. 
 

                                                           
10  https://infomineo.com/africa-continental-free-trade-area/ 



Focus 
Claudio Catalano 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 94 

From Theresa May to Boris Johnson: a short history of Brexit in first 

semester 2019  

 

Much has happened in the United Kingdom since the last Brexit update in January 
2019: the EU-UK Withdrawal Agreement (WA) of 14 November 2018 was rejected three 
times by the British Parliament; the official deadline for Brexit has been moved several 
times from 29th March 2019 to 31 October 2019 - the so-called “Halloween Brexit". 
Eventually, Prime Minister Theresa May resigned on 7 June 2019 and after an internal 
selection on 23 July 2019, Boris Johnson was appointed leader of Conservative party and 
Prime Minister. 

You will find below a short history of Brexit in the first half of 2019 up to the 
appointment of Prime Minister Johnson. 

On 15 January 2019, the EU-UK WA was rejected for the first time by the British 
Parliament by 432 to 202. By considering the numbers, a few Conservative MPs voted 
against Ms May government. 

The following day, the vote of no confidence on a motion by Labor leader Jeremy 
Corbyn to go to early elections was rejected by 325 to 306. All the Conservatives voted for 
the government, despite differences of opinion, while all opposition parties, such as Labor, 
the National Scottish Party and the Lib-Dem, voted against the government.                   
The Democratic Unionist Party of Northern Ireland (DUP), which supported the May 
government, voted in favor and with its 10 votes allowed the government to pass the 
confidence vote, otherwise government would have lost by one.1 

On January 21, Ms. Theresa May delivered a speech on Brexit in the House of 
Commons, stating that there were only three options for Brexit with a deal: 1) approving 
the WA of November 2018; 2) revoking the procedure of article 50 of the Treaty of the 
European Union (TEU) and therefore renouncing Brexit; 3) postponing the deadline of 29 
March 2019.  

In the latter case, Prime Minister May added, it was necessary to give a serious 
motivation. Revoking the art.50 TEU meant to disavow the June 2016 referendum, and 
therefore the popular vote. Likewise, holding a second referendum would have created a 
precedent with significant implications for British referendums, thus questioning issues 
already previously addressed by referendums such as Scotland's independence. For the 
May government, the easiest way was to approve the WA, already rejected on 15 January 
2019. The issue was made urgent by the Northern Ireland issue and the need to comply 
with the Belfast agreements. There was the danger of a resumption of the civil war, as 
proved by the Londonderry attack of 19 January 2019, which was quoted at the beginning 
of Ms. May’s speech.  

                                                           
1  “May's government survives no-confidence vote” BBC 16 January 2019 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-

46899466  

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46899466
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46899466
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The WA was the only one to assure compliance with the Belfast agreements, by means of 
the backstop. So through a Written Ministerial Statement (section 13 EU Withdrawal Act) a 
motion was proposed to be voted by the House on 29 January 2019.2 

On 29 January 2019, the House of Commons voted on nine amendments to the 
government's proposal, of which only two were approved with government support: 
 the proposal to avoid a "no deal" Brexit or to avoid the United Kingdom leaving the EU 

without any agreement and the related political declaration. A motion proposed by 
Caroline Spelman (Conservatives) and Jack Dromey (Labor). 

 The proposal to replace the backstop with alternative agreements to avoid a "hard 
border" between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. A motion proposed by Sir 
Graham Brady (Conservatives). 

 
The Brady proposal was voted by the Conservatives and the DUP, but Boris Johnson 

conditioned his support to the request to re-open the WA with the EU to modify the 
backstop, thus receiving positive response from the Prime Minister.3 

The priority focused on avoiding a "no deal Brexit" and finding a solution to the Irish 
question. The government's motion on the WA renegotiation strategy, including a change 
to the backstop, was however rejected by the parliament by 303 to 245. However, 67 
Conservatives MPs abstained, including the pro-Brexit European Research Group (ERG), 
being contrary to an exclusion of a "No deal" Brexit.4 

With the deadline of 29 March 2019 approaching, the Parliament has devoted itself to 
a series of Brexit-related votes. 

On March 10, Prime Minister May met in Strasbourg with the President of the EU 
Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, agreeing on minor changes to the WA. The opinion of 
Geoffrey Cox, attorney general, stated that the changes to the WA are legally binding and 
reduced the risk that the United Kingdom may be held back indefinitely and unintentionally 
in the single market through the backstop, but these do not eliminate it. 5  Cox's opinion 
strongly influenced the opposition to the WA, and on March 12 the WA, repurposed by the 
government for a second parliamentary vote, was again rejected by 391 to 242.                     
The negative margin was lower than in the January vote, but the WA was still far approval. 

On March 13, two motions were voted: 
• The first proposal by Labor MP Yvette Cooper, asked for the ban on a “no deal Brexit” 

to be extended even beyond the deadline of 29 March 2019. It was by 312 to 308. In a 
second vote, the majority was reinforced by 321 to 278. The motion was however not 
binding for the government under British law. The government wanted to keep a “no 
deal Brexit” as an option for negotiating with the EU, so it had asked conservative MPs 
to vote against, but even some ministers voted in favor, despite party discipline.6 

                                                           
2  British government official website “PM statement to the House of Commons on Brexit: 21 January 2019”  

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-to-the-house-of-commons-on-brexit-21-january-2019  
3 “Brexit amendments: What did MPs vote on and what were the results?” BBC, 29 January 2019 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46959545 
4 “Brexit: Theresa May suffers fresh Commons defeat” BBC 14 February 2019 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-

47245992  
5 “May's Brexit deal is dead. MPs must take control” the Financial Times, 13 March 2019 
6 “Brexit: MPs vote to reject no-deal Brexit” BBC, 14 March 2019 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47562995 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-to-the-house-of-commons-on-brexit-21-january-2019
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46959545
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47245992
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47245992
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47562995
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• The second proposal known as the "Malthouse compromise" - by the proposing minister 
Kit Malthouse – was meant to move the deadline from 29 March to 22 May and leave 
the EU even in the lack of an agreement. This was rejected by 374 to 164. 

 
Eventually, on March 14, the Parliament approved an amendment by 412 to 210 for 

the extension of Brexit deadline beyond March 29: in the case of WA approval, the 
deadline was to be moved to June 30, to avoid the European elections planned for May-
June. In the event of non-approval of the WA, the May government should have asked for 
a longer postponement to restart the negotiation with the EU. 

With this mandate, Prime Minister May attended the European Council on 21 March 
2019, asking for an extension of the deadline to 30 June 2019, which the Council agreed 
on two scenario options: 
1. If the WA had been approved by the British Parliament, the Council would have granted 

an extension to 22 May 2019 – which was the date proposed by the Matlhouse 
compromise. 

2. If the WA was not approved, the Council would extend the date to April 12, pending 
directions from the May government.7 

 
On March 29, Parliament rejected the WA for the third time by 344 to 286. Previously, 

on March 18, the speaker of the House of Commons, John Bercow, had opposed on a 
third parliamentary vote on the WA. 

On April 5, Prime Minister May wrote a letter to the EU, asking for an extension of the 
12 April 2019 deadline. On April 10, a special meeting of European Council granted an 
extension of the deadline up to 31st October 2019 (hence "Halloween Brexit"), hoping on a 
WA approval. Should the WA not be approved by 22 May 2019, the United Kingdom would 
have had to organize and hold the European elections, failing to do this the UK would have 
automatically left the EU on 1 June 2019.8 

At the beginning of May, Deputy Prime Minister David Lidington confirmed that the 
European elections would be held on 23 May 2019, as it was no longer possible to 
postpone them. In the European elections, the Brexit Party, founded a few weeks before 
by Nigel Farage, formerly leader of the UKIP, took 32% of the votes, while the 
Conservatives dropped to 9%, the Party’s lowest result at any election. 

The following day, facing the electoral result, Theresa May announced her 
resignation. 

 Boris Johnson, who is a former mayor of London and until his resignation the foreign 
minister of the May 1 and 2 governments, is among the Conservatives a key supporter of 
the "Hard Brexit". He was also repeatedly indicated by President Trump as a possible 
British prime minister, and an interlocutor for a US-UK trade agreement. Prior to his 
appointment as Prime Minister, he had declared that it was possible to deliver Brexit even 

                                                           
7 Remarks by President Donald Tusk after the European Council meeting (Art. 50), European Council meeting 21 March 

2019 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/press/press-releases/2019/03/21/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-after-
the-european-council-meeting-art-50/ 

8 European Council “Special meeting of the European Council (Art. 50) (10 April 2019) – Conclusions” 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39042/10-euco-art50-conclusions-en.pdf 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/press/press-releases/2019/03/21/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-after-the-european-council-meeting-art-50/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/press/press-releases/2019/03/21/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-after-the-european-council-meeting-art-50/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39042/10-euco-art50-conclusions-en.pdf
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in the lack of an agreement (No Deal). After his election, he also said he was confident he 
could get a better Brexit agreement with the EU. 

In any case, his political line will be officially announced at the Conservatives 
Congress in Manchester from 29 September to 3 October 2019, just a few days before the 
deadline of the "Halloween Brexit". 
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A2 / AD: anti-access / area denial 
AFRICOM: United States Africa Command  
AMISOM. African Union Mission in Somalia  
AQMI: Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
ASI: Italian Space Agency 
BJP: Bharatiya Janata Party  
BRI: Belt and Road Initiative 
BRICS: Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa (BRICS). 
CIA: Central Intelligence Agency 
CMA: Coordination of Azawad Movements 
COMINT: Inter-ministerial Committee for space and aerospace-related policies 
CT: Critical Threats 
DRC: Democratic Republic of the Congo 
DSPSN: Domestic Space Policy Strategic Document 
DVSS: Space strategic vision document 
E3: European Three (Germany, France, Great Britain) 
ECB: European Central Bank 
EU: European Union  
FCAS: Future Combat Air System  
FCG5S: Joint Force G5 Sahel 
GATIA: Groupe Autodéfense Touareg Imghad et Alliés pro-Bamako  
GCC: Gulf Cooperation Council  
GSIM: Group for supporting Islam and Muslims 
INSTEX: Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges 
IS: Islamic State 
ISCAP: Province of the Islamic State in Central Africa 
ISGS: Islamic State in the Greater Sahara 
ISIL: Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 
ISIS: Islamic State of Iraq and Syria  
JCPOA: Joint Comprehensive Plan Of Action 
MB/D: million barrels per day 
MGCS: Main Ground Combat System 
MINUSMA: United Nations multidimensional integrated mission in Mali 
MSA: Movement for the Salvation of the Azawad 
MUJAO: Movement for Uniqueness and Jihad in West Africa 
NDA: National Democratic Alliance  
OPEC: Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
PRC: People’s Republic of China 
QUAD: Quadrilateral Security Dialogue  
SPV: Special Purpose Vehicle 
SSA: Space Situational Awareness 
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SST: Space Surveillance and Tracking 
SWIFT: Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication 
TPLF: Tigray People’s Liberation Front  
UAE: United Arab Emirates 
UN: United Nations organisation 
UPA: United Progressive Alliance  
US: United States 
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The new tensions in the Gulf. A test bed of Europe-US relations 

 

The last weeks were marked by new tensions in the Gulf region and a parallel 
deterioration of US-Iran relations. Relations with regional powers are the field where the 
current administration more clearly abandoned the lines of the Obama period.               
The criticism of the 2015 nuclear deal with Teheran (JCPOA - Joint Comprehensive Plan 
Of Action) was one of Donald Trump’s battle horse during the 2016 electoral campaign1, 
remaining pivotal until the US withdrawal from the agreement (May 8, 2018) and the re-
introduction of the previously suspended economic sanctions (November 5, 2018)2. This 
decision was resented by the European Union (which was one of the promoters of JCPOA 
and is one of its main supporters), by several of member states, by Russia and China, 
which are parties in the agreement too. The adoption of secondary sanctions against third 
parties trading with Iran is another source of tension, together with the trade divergencies 
existing between the two shores of the Atlantic. On the background, there are the doubts 
of some countries on the pro-Saudi posture of the US administration, a posture that – in 
the past months – has also led to clashes between the President and Congress. 

In this perspective, Saudi-Iranian rivalry deeply affects transatlantic relations.         
The Gulf is pivotal for European energy security, not only for import (in 2017, import from 
Saudi Arabia were 6.6% of EU total while Russia accounted for 30.3, Norway for 11.4, Iraq 
for 8.2, and Kazakhstan for 7.43) but also for the impact of a regional crisis on prices.           
The Gulf Arab monarchies are also important trading partners. The GCC countries – 
Bahrein, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates – accounts for 
one fifth on the European export (some 100 billion euro in 2017) while the EU is in its turn 
the main trading partner of the GCC, with trade accounting for 144 billion euro in 2017, i.e. 
15% of GCC total4. The JCPOA had a positive effect on relations with Iran too, promoting 
an increase of energy imports and a revival of trade and investment5. However, the events 
of 2018 negatively affected this scenario. Already before the re-introduction of US 
sanctions, international oil companies started leaving Iran, while export of crude and 
condensate dropped abruptly from 2.5 mb/d in 2017 to 1.0 mb/d in November 2018 and 
1.5 mb/d in February 2019, despite the temporary exemption from secondary sanctions 
that the US accorded to China, India, South Korea, Japan, Turkey, Greece and Italy6.  

There are also other fault lines. The most dynamic economies of the Arabian 
Peninsula such as Qatar and the UAE have ambitions of regional hegemony.                
The embargo placed on Doha (June 2017), the gradual decline of the GCC, and Qatar 
decision to leave OPEC (December 2018) are clear signs of this. Saudi dynamism – 

                                                           
1  https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump_presidential_campaign,_2016/Iran. 
2  https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/programs/pages/iran.aspx. 
3  https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/infographs/energy/bloc-2c.html. 
4  D.M. Tenti, Europe and the Gulf, “About Energy”, April 1, 2019, https://www.aboutenergy.com/en_IT/topics/europe-

golf. shtml. 
5  See, e.g., C. Adebahr, Europe and Iran: The Economic and Commercial Dimensions of a Strained Relationship, IAI 

Paper 18/24, Istituto Affari Internazionali, Rome, December 2018. 
6  D.R. Jalilvand, Back to Square One? Iranian Energy after the Re-Imposition of US Sanctions, Oxford Energy 

Comment, Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, Oxford, March 2019. 

https://www.aboutenergy.com/en_IT/topics/europe-golf
https://www.aboutenergy.com/en_IT/topics/europe-golf
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emphasized by the ascendency of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman and the 
strengthening of its ties with the US – is frown by the other monarchies, while the volatility 
of oil prices poses them the challenge of a potentially difficult economic diversification.           
In Bahrein, socio-confessional cleavages fuel tensions between the Sunni leadership and 
the Shia majority. A similar cleavage supports – in a tangled mix of regional and ethno-
political rivalries – the war in Yemen. Finally, at global level, Russia and China are 
exploiting the US disengagement from the region, started by Barack Obama and 
apparently followed by the present administration, to enhance their influence (China also 
though the development of the “Belt and Road Initiative”, whose opportunities are openly 
coveted by several Western Indian Ocean countries7), in a process that makes the whole 
picture even more complex. 

Washington’s strategy to cope with this often unexpectedly evolving scenario sounds 
like a back to the past. Tighter ties with Saudi Arabia, started after Donald Trump’s visit in 
Riyadh in May 2017, are – together with a rapprochement to Israel to oppose the 
“coldness” of the Obama age – a pillar of this strategy. Despite the project announced 
during Trump’s visit to give birth to a “Arab NATO” seem quite far from its realization due 
to Turkey’s estrangement, relations between Washington and Riyadh have evolved, 
raising fears in part of the Congress and in several European countries. In October 2018, 
the disappearance of journalist Jamal Khashoggi (in which the CIA pointed out a possible 
Saudi involvement) opened a full-fledged rift between Capitol Hill and the White House.        
In November and December 2018, the Republican-led Senate passed two bipartisan 
resolutions, the first one asking the President to terminate US support to the Saudi-led 
military campaign in Yemen, the second one stating that the Senate itself “believes Crown 
Prince Mohammad bin Salman is responsible for the murder of Jamal Khashoggi”8. In the 
first months of 2019, it passed a new resolution asking to terminate US support to the 
military campaign in Yemen (resolution that the President vetoed on April 16)9 and two 
others opposing the transfer of defence articles and services to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
as well as to France, Spain, Britain and Italy (resolutions that the President vetoed on July 
24)10. 

This tug-of-war will probably be a long one. According to the White House, supporting 
Riyadh means containing an Iranian threat made global (in President Trump’s opinion) by 
Hillary Clinton’s and Barack Obama’s untimely openings11. On May 24, 2019, for example, 
approving a transfer of weapons to Saudi Arabia, UAE and Jordan that the Congress 
                                                           
7  J. Fulton, The Gulf between the Indo-Pacific and the Belt and Road Initiative, “Rising Powers Quarterly”, vol. 3 

(2018), no. 2, pp. 175-193. 
8  See, Osservatorio Strategico [CeMiSS], vol. 20 (2018), no. 3, pp. 53-54. 
9  S.J.Res.7 - A joint resolution to direct the removal of United States Armed Forces from hostilities in the Republic of 

Yemen that have not been authorized by Congress, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-joint-
resolution/7. 

10  S.J.Res.36 - A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval of the proposed transfer to the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the Kingdom of Spain, and the Italian 
Republic of certain defense articles and services, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-joint-
resolution/36; S.J.Res.37 - A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval of the proposed export to the 
United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and the Republic of France of 
certain defense articles and services, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-joint-resolution/37; 
S.J.Res.38 - A joint resolution providing for congressional disapproval of the proposed export to the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland of certain defense articles and services , 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/ 116th-congress/senate-joint-resolution/38. 

11 https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump_presidential_campaign,_2016/Iran. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/
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would have later put under scrutiny, State Secretary Mike Pompeo defined the rising 
tensions with Iran as a matter of national security, remarking that «[Iranian] activity poses 
a fundamental threat to the stability of the Middle East and to American security at home 
and abroad» and that – while following the proper procedures – the transfer should have 
«occur[ed] as quickly as possible in order to deter further Iranian adventurism in the Gulf 
and throughout the Middle East»12. President Trump used the same rhetoric in vetoing the 
above-mentioned Congress resolutions, a move aimed at defending US «global 
competitivity» but also at not damaging the country’s «important relationship» and «the 
credibility of the United States as a reliable partner by signalling that we are willing to 
abandon our partners and allies at the very moment when threats to them are 
increasing»13. 

The distance from the European position is evident. On this side of the Atlantic, the 
“affaire Khashoggi” deeply affected both the public opinion and the official attitude of 
different countries. Coupled with the opposition to the war in Yemen and with the fear for 
its humanitarian impact, the event led several governments to stop their military transfers 
to Riyadh and – in some cases – to ban Saudi officials supposedly involved in Khashoggi’s 
disappearance from entering their territory. However, things are not always clear. While 
some countries adopted more or less rigid measures against Riyad (The Netherlands, 
Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Greece), the Kingdom’s most important military 
suppliers (Spain, France, Great Britain and Italy) opted for a lower profile, de facto 
continuing to honour their contracts14, although this choice sometimes led to tensions, as 
happened in mid-May, when the Saudi cargo Bahri Yanbu stopped to load shipment in 
Genoa. At EU level too, the announced will to find a common position toward Riyadh did 
not materialize into concrete moves. Beyond the stalemate that affects European 
institutions after the elections of May 23-26, the choice that some countries did to stop 
their military supplies to Riyadh is impacting on the whole production chain and leading to 
tensions among partners. For example, the moratorium on weapons sales that Germany 
adopted in late October 2018 and renewed in March 2019 until the end of September, 
                                                           
12  Trump approves $8bn Saudi weapons sale over Iran tensions, “BBC News”, May, 25, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/ 

news/world-us-canada-48404923; a partial list of the articles and services included in the twenty-two supply 
packages announced by Pompeo is in P. Zengerle, Defying Congress, Trump sets $8 billion-plus in weapons sales to 
Saudi Arabia, UAE, “Reuters”, May 24, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-saudi-arms/defying-congress-
trump-sets-8-billion-plus-in-weapons-sales-to-saudi-arabia-uae-idUSKCN1SU25R; few weeks earlier, media 
emphasized the feebleness of US-Saudi military interchange despite the agreements signed by Donald Trump during 
his visit in Riyadh; see, e.g., D. Flatley - G. Carey, Saudi Arms Deal Languishes as a Rebuke of Trump and the 
Kingdom, “Bloomberg”, April 24, 2019, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-04-24/saudi-arms-deal-
languishes-as-a-rebuke-of-trump-and-the-kingdom. 

13  https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump:_Vetoed_legislation; at the same Internet page, the links to the full statements 
accompanying presidential vetoes can be found. 

14  A. Tidey, Jamal Khashoggi: EU divided over arms sales to Saudi Arabia six months after murder, “Euronews”, April 2, 
2019, https://www.euronews.com/2019/04/02/jamal-khashoggi-eu-divided-over-arms-sales-to-saudi-arabia-six-
months-after-murder. However, the London Court of Appeal (Civil Division) recently ruled out the legitimacy of 
licences issued to export weapons and military equipment to Saudi Arabia for a possible use in Yemen, setting thus a 
precedent that could affect not only the future British position but also the same EU attitude. On this issue see, e.g., 
K. Beckerle - D. Minogue, U.K. Court Nixes Saudi Arms Sales – What it Means for the US and Other EU Countries, 
“Just Security”, June 24, 2019, https://www.justsecurity.org/64664/u-k-court-nixes-saudi-arms-sales-what-it-means-
for-the-us-and-other-eu-countries, and G. Maletta, Legal challenges to EU member states’ arms exports to Saudi 
Arabia: Current status and potential implications, SIPRI - Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 
Stockholm, June 28, 2019, https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2019/legal-challenges-eu-
member-states-arms-exports-saudi-arabia-current-status-and-potential. The Full text of the judgment is at 
https://www.judiciary.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/CAAT-v-Secretary-of-State-and-Others-Open-12-June-
2019.pdf. 

https://www.bbc.com/%20news/world-us-canada-48404923
https://www.bbc.com/%20news/world-us-canada-48404923
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-saudi-arms/defying-congress-trump-sets-8-billion-plus-in-weapons-sales-to-saudi-arabia-uae-idUSKCN1SU25R
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-saudi-arms/defying-congress-trump-sets-8-billion-plus-in-weapons-sales-to-saudi-arabia-uae-idUSKCN1SU25R
https://ballotpedia.org/Donald_Trump:_Vetoed_legislation
https://www.euronews.com/2019/04/02/jamal-khashoggi-eu-divided-over-arms-sales-to-saudi-arabia-six-months-after-murder
https://www.euronews.com/2019/04/02/jamal-khashoggi-eu-divided-over-arms-sales-to-saudi-arabia-six-months-after-murder
https://www.justsecurity.org/64664/u-k-court-nixes-saudi-arms-sales-what-it-means-for-the-us-and-other-eu-countries
https://www.justsecurity.org/64664/u-k-court-nixes-saudi-arms-sales-what-it-means-for-the-us-and-other-eu-countries
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2019/legal-challenges-eu-member-states-arms-exports-saudi-arabia-current-status-and-potential
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2019/legal-challenges-eu-member-states-arms-exports-saudi-arabia-current-status-and-potential
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prevents non-German firms too from selling their products to Saudi Arabia if these have 
been jointly developed with German partners and/or contain parts or components 
produced or developed by or in collaboration with German firms. 

The consequences of this state of things go beyond the specific case. As it has been 
noted: «For Europe’s defence industry, Germany’s move raises a deeper concern. Some 
executives fear that the cross-border partnerships that have helped the industry thrive in 
the face of limited national budgets and develop sovereign state-of-the art kit like the 
Typhoon, could be undermined […] Future partnerships could be at risk. There are plans 
to develop a European drone and Germany and France, through Airbus and Dassault, 
have teamed up to develop a new fighter aircraft, the future combat air system (FCAS). 
Another project, to jointly develop and build a Franco-German main ground combat system 
(MGCS), could also be at risk»15. The situation raises also the issue of who is responsible 
for export decisions in case of multinational project, an issue that – until now – has not 
been properly dealt with, and whose solution seems problematic – at least in the short time 
– due to the different national positions. For example, as a concession to the French and 
British government, when the German moratorium was renewed, Berlin agreed on a nine-
months grace period for the already signed exportation authorisations regarding systems 
jointly developed with EU partners, but this is just a temporary stopgap  

Other doubts emerge when it comes to Iran. Following the re-activation of the US 
sanctions, France, Germany and Britain (E3), European partners of the JCPOA, 
announced their will to create a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV), i.e. a financial instrument 
that, avoiding the use of dollar in trade relations, could circumvent the US measures 
affecting subjects trading with Teheran. After a long and troubled process, on June 28 the 
official start of the SPV (INSTEX - Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges) was 
announced in Vienna, but the number of transitions is still limited. In any case, 
independently from the results that INSTEX will be able to reach at commercial level 
(some analysts are quite sceptical about its effectiveness16), it seems that the political aim 
for which it was conceived – to reassure Iran of the European commitment to the JCPOA -
- has not been attained. The Iranian decision to resume enriching uranium (after a 
moratorium) – being or not a de facto exit from the JCPOA17 – is a sign of the problems 
the Europe faces to propose itself as a credible partner and to oppose in an effective way 
the “maximum pressure” strategy adopted by the United States. Moreover, if the US 
strategy should – «surprisingly»18 – pave the way to a real dialogue between Teheran and 
Washington, the risk is a further marginalization of the European Union, this time on an 
issue like the JCPOA that has been – until now – its main diplomatic success and that 
INTEX should have protected from a potential US threat. 

                                                           
15 S. Pfeifer - D. Keohane - T. Buck, European defence industry wrongfooted by Saudi weapons ban, “Financial Times”, 

June 2, 2019, https://www.ft.com/content/5ba35bd2-7e23-11e9-81d2-f785092ab560. 
16 See section two in this same issue. 
17 On the different interpretations of the Iranian decision see A. Taylor, What Iran’s uranium enrichment increase 

actually means, “The Washington Post”, July 8, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2019/07/02/future-
iranian-nuclear-deal-could-hinge-one-key-detail/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.e55ab6f04219. 

18 F. Kempe, There are surprising signs that Trump’s maximum pressure on Iran could lead to talks, “NCBC”, July 27, 
2019, https://www.cnbc.com/2019/07/26/there-are-surprising-signs-that-trumps-maximum-pressure-on-iran-could-
lead-to-talks.html. 
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In this perspective, the tensions of the Gulf region become – once more – a test bed 
for US-Europe relations. However, today, two elements complicate the picture. The first is 
the above-mentioned stalemate of European institutions, following the vote for the new 
European parliament; a stalemate that limits both autonomy and credibility of EU external 
action. The second one is the approaching of the 2020 presidential elections in the US, 
which affects the country’s decisions and led the administration to stiffen its positions and 
to emphasize the differences with the Congress. Due to these elements, the political 
trajectories on the two sides of the Atlantic seem thus destined to diverge in the future too. 
The decision of the most part of the European countries not to adhere to the US-envisaged 
naval mission to protect the maritime traffic in the Strait of Hormuz (Operation Sentinel) 
and to set up a parallel mission, not farmed into the “maximum pressure” strategy, is only 
one example in this sense. The idea of a “parallel” mission was strongly supported by the 
former British Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt who – despite some reservations – was able 
to rally around it the French and German governments. However, after the fall of the May 
cabinet (July 28, 2019), Hunt’s successor, Dominic Raab, seems more attuned to 
Washington’s positions, a change that casts a bad light on the feasibility of an “EU only” 
mission19. 

                                                           
19  R. Sanchez, Europeans stall on mission to protect tankers in Gulf after Raab calls for joint patrols with US, “The 

Telegraph”, July 27, 2019, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/07/27/europeans-stall-mission-protect-tankers-
gulf-raab-calls-joint. 
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The new space military policies of France and Italy  

 

On 13 July 2019, the eve of the Bastille Day, President Emanuel Macron announced 
the establishment in September 2019 of a space command under the new "French 
defense space strategy".1 Just one year earlier, President Macron had assured that 
France would have a military space policy by 2019. Defence Minister, Florence Parly, said 
she took this initiative after the "Luch Olymp" Russian satellite has alleged interfered with 
the communication satellite "Athena-Fidus" in 2017.2 The initiative is also in line with the 
conclusions of the NATO summit of 26 June 2019, during which the Member States 
approved a NATO space policy, which was followed by the introduction of space military 
policies by Italy and the United Kingdom, which were preceded by the well-known Trump 
administration’s proposal to create a "space force". 

 
French defence space strategy 

Space capabilities contribute to the strategic function "knowledge and anticipation" 
based on the French strategic doctrine, starting from the 2008 Defence White Paper, and it 
is closely linked to the nuclear dissuasion and to the conduct of military operations. 

The strategic ambition led to the drafting of a new doctrine for "space military 
operations" based on four functions: 1) support to space operations, 2) operational 
awareness, 3) support to military operations and 4) space maneuver.3 

The doctrinal framework of the "space military operations" will be based on the three 
fundamental principles: 1) to have autonomous assessment of the situation and decision-
making; 2) to help to give France a driving role in the European space sector; 4) to provide 
defence capabilities to protect themselves and enforce international law, including self-
defense. 4   

The future French space component will consist in the extension of the Air Force 
tasks, which will be renamed "Armée de l'Air et de l'Espace" and the establishment of a 
Space operations military command alongside the Air Defence and Air operations 
Command. The latter already reports the Military Centre of surveillance of space objects 
(Cosmos), based at the 942 air base in Lyon-Mont-Verdun and in charge with managing 
satellites in military operations. The space command should have a strength of 220 
personnel in the 5-years initial phase, and it will be based in Toulouse, where the French 
space technology cluster is based. Reconnaissance, jamming, cyber-attacks and anti-
satellite weapons should be its key domains, as stated in the speech.                              
                                                           
1  Ministère des Armées “STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” 26 July 2019 

https://www.defense.gouv.fr/content/download/563618/9727385/Strate%CC%81gie%20spatiale%20de%20de%CC%
81fense%202019.pdf   

2  “Emmanuel Macron annonce la création d'un commandement militaire de l'espace” Le Figaro, 13 July2019 
http://www.lefigaro.fr/international/emmanuel-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-
espace-20190713 “Armées : Macron annonce la création d’un commandement militaire de l’espace” Le Monde13 
luglio 2019 https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2019/07/13/armees-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-
commandement-militaire-de-l-espace_5489134_3210.html; 2“ La France lance son premier programme d’armement 
spatial” Les Echos 26 & 27 July 2019 

3  “STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” cit. pp. 11-12 and for details pp.39-42 
4  “STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” cit. 42 

https://www.defense.gouv.fr/content/download/563618/9727385/Strate%CC%81gie%20spatiale%20de%20de%CC%81fense%202019.pdf
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/content/download/563618/9727385/Strate%CC%81gie%20spatiale%20de%20de%CC%81fense%202019.pdf
http://www.lefigaro.fr/international/emmanuel-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-espace-20190713
http://www.lefigaro.fr/international/emmanuel-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-espace-20190713
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2019/07/13/armees-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-espace_5489134_3210.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2019/07/13/armees-macron-annonce-la-creation-d-un-commandement-militaire-de-l-espace_5489134_3210.html
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The command shall also monitor space accidents and debris, such as the collision in 2009 
of the Iridium-33 and Kosmos-2251 telecommunications satellites that created more than 
600 debris.  

For the official establishment of the command, the law of 1934 on the establishment 
of the Air Force shall be modified. 5 France, like Italy, is party to the 1967 UN Outer Space 
Treaty, so that space policy will have to comply with its rules on the prohibition of military 
use of space and the Moon and, in particular, to Article 4.6 So the militarization of space – 
meaning the launch of satellites for non-aggressive military applications such as 
intelligence, navigation and telecommunications in accordance with the "concept 
exploratoire interarmées 3.3.13-ESPACE n ° 27 / DEF / CICDE / DR of 4 February 2014 - 
and its "arsenalization" - understood as putting into orbit systems to hit targets on earth or 
in orbit in accordance with the aforementioned concept of February 2014 - are not 
prohibited by aerospace law, except for the use of weapons of mass destruction, in 
particular nuclear weapons, although the Treaty states that the moon, celestial bodies and 
their orbits are demilitarized areas. On the other hand, the anti-access area denial (A2/AD) 
capabilities and antisatellite missiles, developed by third countries, as well as cyber 
attacks, electronic warfare and kinetic attacks are a threat to satellite capabilities. 

The Commandement interarmées de l'espace (CIE)7 has been established in 2010 at 
the French Defence Staff. CIE deals with defining and managing the space policy for the 
French armed forces. There are at least 20 offices in French armed forces dealing with 
space activities totaling 290 personnel. The CIE collaborates with the Center national 
d’études spatiales (CNES) for satellite data, and information and security services.         
The CIE manages about 12 earth observation (2 Helios, 2 Pléiades), electronic intelligence 
(4 ELISA - ELectronic Intelligence SAtellite) or telecommunication (2 Syracuse II) 
satellites.8 

Helios satellites shall be replaced by three new generation satellites of the 
Composante spatiale optique – the first satellite has been launched in 2018 the next two 
satellites shall be launched in 2020 and 2021 respectively with 10-years operational life. 
Telecommunication satellites Athéna-Fidus and Sicral II are the result of Franco-Italian 
collaboration (Sicral II is 62% participated by the Italian Ministry of Defence and 38% by 
the French General Directorate of Armaments. It is renamed Syracuse IIIC in France). 
Since 2005, there is also a partnership with Italy for earth observation satellites COSMO-
SkyMed. Since 2006, there is a partnership with Germany for SAR-Lupe, which will be 
replaced by SARah. Cooperation with Germany shall be strengthened by launching 
reconnaissance satellite CSO 3 in 2021.  

                                                           
5  Loi du 2 juillet 1934 fixant l'organisation générale de l'armée de l'air 

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=LEGITEXT000006070683&dateTexte=29990101&categorieLi
en=cid 

6  Cfr.: text “Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, including 
the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies” 
http://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/outerspacetreaty.html  

7  Cfr: French Ministry of Defence Website: https://www.defense.gouv.fr/portail/dossiers/l-espace-au-profit-des-
operations-militaires/le-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace-cie-et-le-cloud-spatial/les-missions-du-
commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace 

8  French Ministry of Defence Website “Les Satellites Militaire” https://www.defense.gouv.fr/web-documentaire/espace-
et-defense/index.html  

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=LEGITEXT000006070683&dateTexte=29990101&categorieLien=cid
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=LEGITEXT000006070683&dateTexte=29990101&categorieLien=cid
http://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/outerspacetreaty.html
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/portail/dossiers/l-espace-au-profit-des-operations-militaires/le-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace-cie-et-le-cloud-spatial/les-missions-du-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/portail/dossiers/l-espace-au-profit-des-operations-militaires/le-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace-cie-et-le-cloud-spatial/les-missions-du-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/portail/dossiers/l-espace-au-profit-des-operations-militaires/le-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace-cie-et-le-cloud-spatial/les-missions-du-commandement-interarmees-de-l-espace
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/web-documentaire/espace-et-defense/index.html
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/web-documentaire/espace-et-defense/index.html
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The military planning law has already funded the French space initiatives for the 
period 2019-2025 (LPM 2019-2025). LPM 2019-2025 was approved last year, thus 
providing for 3.6 billion euros to strengthen Space Surveillance and Tracking capabilities 
(SST) and Space Situational Awareness (SSA). To this end, it is planned to update the 
CSOs, the Syracuse satellites, the GRAVES radar surveillance satellites, as well as to 
launch the new electromagnetic spectrum intelligence (CERES) satellites. New programs, 
such as the CELESTE program to replace CERES and Iris to replace CSOs, have been 
announced, though they have not yet funded by LPM 2019-2025.9 

 
The National Security Space Strategy of Italy 

Italy adopted a "National Security Space Strategy"10 at the Council of Ministers of 18 
July 2019, which complements the National Space Strategy, and it originates from the 
"Government guidelines on space and aerospace" of 25 March 2019, which include the 
definition of a "National Security Space Strategy" inserted by the "Inter-ministerial 
Committee for space and aerospace-related policies" (COMINT).11 

The COMINT, established by Article 2 of Law no. 7 of 2018, is under the 
responsibility of the President of the Council of Ministers, who has delegated for space and 
aerospace policy the Undersecretary of State. COMINT includes 12 interested ministers, 
including the Minister of Defence, the Chairman of the Conference of Presidents of the 
Regions and Autonomous Provinces, and the President of the Italian Space Agency 
(ASI).12 The first COMINT meeting took place on 6 September 2018. In its fifth meeting of 
18 July 2019, the COMINT adopted the strategy. 

This strategy stems from the guidelines of the national foreign policy and it reflects 
the principles and the international trends in the space and aerospace domain and, in 
particular the European Union policy and the new NATO Space Policy. 

The space scenario is defined as: 
"A highly congested, contested and competitive dimension, whose balances are 

gradually affected by asymmetric threats and the effects of the Space 
commercialization ( ..) The growing number of objects in orbit, in fact, makes the 
space an operational environment increasingly at risk of natural events and 
accidental collisions, and adding to these there are intentional threats; this 
perspective underlines the strategic nature of developing SST/SSA capabilities, also 
in a multinational cooperation context, by supporting international initiatives related to 

                                                           
9  “La France lance des études pour les futures générations de satellites militaires” Le Figaro 17 June 2019 

http://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/la-france-lance-des-etudes-pour-les-futures-generations-de-satellites-militaires-
20190617 
“Armées : Macron annonce la création d’un commandement militaire de l’espace” cit. 

10  Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri “Strategia nazionale di sicurezza per lo spazio” 18 July 2019 
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/U
fficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/Strategia_spazio_20190718.pdf 

11  Cfr.: para 2 of Prime Minister's Office, “Government guidelines on space and aerospace” 25 March 2019 
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/U
fficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/DEL_20190325_aerospazio-EN.pdf  

12  LEGGE 11 gennaio 2018, n. 7  Misure per il coordinamento della politica spaziale e aerospaziale e disposizioni 
concernenti l'organizzazione e il funzionamento dell'Agenzia spaziale italiana 
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2018/2/10/18G00025/sg 

http://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/la-france-lance-des-etudes-pour-les-futures-generations-de-satellites-militaires-20190617
http://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/la-france-lance-des-etudes-pour-les-futures-generations-de-satellites-militaires-20190617
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/UfficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/Strategia_spazio_20190718.pdf
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/UfficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/Strategia_spazio_20190718.pdf
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/UfficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/DEL_20190325_aerospazio-EN.pdf
http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/Organizzazione/ArticolazioneUffici/UfficiDirettaPresidente/UfficiDiretta_CONTE/COMINT/DEL_20190325_aerospazio-EN.pdf
https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2018/2/10/18G00025/sg
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the Space Traffic Management (STM), and to the emergence of in-orbit servicing 
technologies."13 

The strategy also considers that economic competition should not be based simply 
on cost-effective criteria, if this is detrimental to the reliability, safety and to the level of 
technology. 

The strategy sets five strategic objectives: 
1. assuring safety and security of the space infrastructures enabling of the whole national 

infrastructure; 
2. protecting national security also through space, assuring access to and use of the 

relevant capabilities in any situation; 
3. strengthening and protecting the institutional, industrial and scientific sectors, also 

aiming at protecting national classified information; 
4. promoting at international level a space governance able to guarantee the sustainability, 

safety and security of space activities; 
5. ensuring that the development of private sector activities in the space domain (upstream 

and downstream) is consistent with the country's key interests. 
 
For the application of the strategy, operational strategic, procedural and legal 

guidelines are elaborated, such as: 
 strengthen and protect national capacities in the space sector; 
 prevention, deterrence and defence of space infrastructures against aggressions; 
 protection and supervision of the development of industrial and scientific activities, and 

protection of classified information; 
 international cooperation and promotion of the responsible, peaceful, safe and 

sustainable use of space, through both bilateral collaborations with the G7 countries 
(United States, Japan, Canada, France, United Kingdom and Germany) and multilateral 
(within the ESA, EU, NATO framework); 

 management and development, also through the definition of a specific rules of the 
commercial initiatives in compliance with Italy's foreign policy commitments and national 
security requirements, with particular reference to aspects related to the safety of 
satellite remote sensing. 

 
The national space capabilities shall be strengthened and protected to increase 

national security and resilience, also in response to crisis and emergency events.                 
A satellite component (upstream) should focus, above all, on telecommunications and 
earth observation capabilities (ISR3 RADAR, Optical, Hyperspectral systems), on 
downstream components (critical service infrastructures) on access to space and on 
navigation systems (Galileo service), and also on developing an adequate infrastructure 
for the national users of these satellite services. 

These strategic lines will be developed by the ASI in the "Domestic Space Policy 
Strategic Document (DSPSN), which shall be detailed at the operational level by the 
Space strategic vision document (DVSS).14 
                                                           
13  Strategia nazionale di sicurezza per lo spazio” cit. p. 3 
14  Cfr.: para 4 of “Government guidelines on space and aerospace” cit. 
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In addition to the existing telecommunications and earth observation capabilities, the 
strategy focuses on developing sectors such as suborbital flight, in-orbit servicing, robotic 
exploration of the Moon, human space exploration and the realization of SST and SSA 
capabilities, also in international cooperation, with an eye towards European countries that 
are developing similar skills. 

 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The French and Italian strategies must be framed in a more specific perspective, 
because as Minister Parly stated at the launch of the space strategy on July 25: “France 
shall not remain isolated; I particularly rely on Germany and Italy to build a common space 
surveillance structure”.15 This is meant to deepen cooperation with European partners - 
Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom, specifically in this order – by maintaining a close 
link with the United States.16 

In the United Kingdom, on 18 July 2019, the recently appointed Secretary of State for 
Defence, Penny Mordaunt, announced six new initiatives on which the new British space 
defence programme shall be established. They shall consist of: the establishment of 
military command to oversee operations in the space domain and beyond; the 
development and launch of Carbonite 2 high definition Earth observation microsatellite – to 
be funded through an initial GBP30 million from the government’s Transformation Fund; a 
counter-satellite system linked to participation in the "Olympic Defender" operation at the 
Combined Space Operations Center in California, United States; a competition to boost 
the capabilities of UK satellites in orbit; the building of new ground control station facilities; 
and secondment of a military test pilot with a commercial space launch organisation.17 

In Germany, a greater satellite capability is welcomed, but a part from the satellite 
capabilities already being planned, including those in collaboration with France, neither a 
strategic document nor new funding or programmes have been launched. 

As hoped for by the French strategy, the development of French and European 
space capabilities: "France shall not act alone, especially in the specific context of a 
general worsening of the (crisis) situation. It is a question of contributing to the 
consolidation of an allied space community ".18 

This community should contribute to counterbalance the space race of emerging 
powers such as China and India, also with a view to the global economic competition in 
the "New Space". 

 

                                                           
15  “La France lance son premier programme d’armement spatial” Les Echos 26 & 27 July 2019. 
16  Preface by minister Parly to the “STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” cit. p. 5, see also p.35-36 on cooperation 

with Germany and Italy.  
17  Gareth Jennings, William Lloyd “UK announces ‘ambitious’ defence space programme” Jane's Defence Weekly 18 

July 2019  https://www.janes.com/article/89949/uk-announces-ambitious-defence-space-programme 
18  STRATÉGIE SPATIALE DE DÉFENSE” cit. p. 43 

https://www.janes.com/article/89949/uk-announces-ambitious-defence-space-programme
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The growing relevance of the black-sea / eastern mediterranean 

sub-region and the role of turkey 

 

Geographically the Mediterranean is normally seen as a specific region that 
embraces Southern Europe from South-West to Southeast, connecting it with Africa, the 
Middle East and Asia. However, the size, heterogeneity and vastness of this space make it 
difficult to frame it from the geopolitical point of view as a single system and it should 
therefore be seen more as a conglomerate of partially interconnected sub-regions. 

 
Key historical sub-regions of the Mediterranean area, with particular reference to 

the eastern ones and the hinge-role of Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey 

Traditional examples of sub-regions are the Maghreb, the Mashreq, the Black Sea, 
and the Balkans. These four sub-regions represent an of historical quadripartition of 
South-Eastern Mediterranean, made up of the two non-European regions of the southern 
shore, Maghreb and Mashreq – these two separated by Libya - and the two European 
"eastern" regions, of Black Sea and the Balkans.  

The Black Sea area includes the six countries bordering this inland sea, Russia, 
Ukraine, Georgia, Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey, while the Balkans is a more political and 
uncertain geopolitical concept that includes the successor countries of the former 
Yugoslavia plus Albania and Greece. Some countries like Romania and Bulgaria are 
common two both regions, since they must also be considered Balkan countries. This is 
true in particular for Bulgaria, a country that is crossed by the Balkan mountain range, 
which gives its name to the entire region. Romania and Bulgaria represent the two hinge 
states between these two regions and their gravitation towards one or the other is 
influenced by the prevailing political system in Eastern Europe. During the Cold War, for 
example, the relations of Romania and Bulgaria with the Balkan area were marginal and 
were reduced by the divisions of bipolar and ideological confrontation, with non-aligned 
Yugoslavia and Greece as a NATO country, while economic relations were stronger, 
political and military with the Soviet Union, which geopolitically "attracted" these two 
countries to the East (and to the Black Sea). After the collapse of the Berlin Wall, Romania 
and Bulgaria (especially the latter) were the two countries that made the greatest 
geopolitical revolution, redirecting their international posture towards very close relations 
with the West, Europe and the USA, completing this process joining NATO and the 
European Union. 

The other hinge country of this area is Turkey, a country in a particularly complex 
geo-political situation, connected to different geopolitical systems of the Balkans, the 
Middle East and the Black Sea / Caucasus. Turkey in fact represents a Eurasian pivot 
straddling across these two continents, but with the particularity of being a Muslim country 
and therefore included in the political and strategic dynamics of the vast Muslim world, 
partly Mediterranean and partly Middle Eastern. The divisions of the cold war - which saw 
both the Balkans and the Black Sea space, governed by communist regimes, reduced to 
the minimum the potential interactions of Turkey with these areas, since Muslim identity 
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and NATO membership both worked against a strong neighborhood role for Ankara, in the 
Balkans, in the Black Sea and in the Middle East. Only after the fall of the Berlin Wall 
Ankara will begin to “rediscover” a profiled international posture, and the geopolitical 
complexity of being a neighbor for many different countries. This brought new dynamics 
and opened new creative possibilities and options to Turkey foreign policy.   

 
Rise (and decline) of the concept of South Eastern Europe   

The geopolitical notion of South-Eastern Europe has gradually emerged following the 
historical changes that took place in the 1990s. The concept of South Eastern Europe 
implies a vision of a common space that bridges and integrates two peninsulas, the Balkan 
and the Anatolian and that is driven by the vision of a common Euro-Atlantic destiny for the 
countries included in the region that stretches from the Gulf of Fiume to the Gulf of 
Alessandretta and limited by the Danube - Black Sea - Caucasus limes. In the concept of 
South Eastern Europe, this geopolitical line would represent a new soft boundary 
(successor to the one of the iron curtain) between the Euro-Atlantic integration space, 
based on Western values and on a common vision of international security, and the post-
Soviet space. The integrated concept of South-Eastern Europe, is therefore a product of 
the enlargement toward East of the Euro-Atlantic, pointing to include the entire Eastern 
Mediterranean, the Aegean and the Adriatic Sea, attracting the whole of the non-Arab 
shores of the great Mediterranean Area. Two conditions were necessary in order to fully 
complete and aggregate the Euro-Atlantic design: the Europeanization of the Balkans and 
Turkey.  

In this vision, the military adherence to NATO by the countries of the Western 
Balkans is important but no strictly necessary, due to their low military significance, with 
the exception of the coastal States, (Croatia, Montenegro, and Albania). These three 
countries - regrouped by the USA in the Adriatic Charter initiative - have completed, albeit 
with some difficulty, the process of joining the Atlantic Alliance. Despite these successes, 
the process of constructing the space of South Eastern Europe has marked several 
setbacks and numerous geopolitical rifts emerged in recent years bringing to the crisis of 
the geopolitical vision for the Eastern Europe. Four main factors have put the process of 
creating a geopolitical space in South Eastern Europe into the present difficulties: 1) The 
Permanence of latent conflicts in the Balkans, especially in the area of the Serbia - Kosovo 
- Bosnia Herzegovina region, as a legacy of the Yugoslav wars and the unresolved 
Serbian question in the region; 2) The progressive attenuation and crisis of the European 
project - and in particular of its enlargement dimension, especially after the 2008 economic 
crisis; 3) The change of course of Turkey, only partially due to the stalemate of the 
European Union enlargement process and largely attributable to domestic political 
developments (the advance of political Islam and the transformation of the AK Party into a 
movement with marked international political Islamist traits). 4) The geopolitical return of 
Russia to the Black Sea and the eastern Mediterranean started in 2008, with the 
involvement in the conflicts in Georgia, Crimea and Syria. This development went in 
parallel with the American disengagement of the region, started at the end of the complex 
and unsuccessful military engagement in Iraq. 
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The intersection of these four processes – at the same time interconnected but self-
nourished - have contributed to the deconstruction of the geopolitical concept of South 
Eastern Europe. On the one hand, by increasing the distances between pro-Russian and 
anti-Russian countries (with sanctions against Russia marking a new political divide 
between the two attitudes) and complicating the solution of frozen conflicts of which the 
region is scattered; this worked in the opposite way with respect to the stabilization and 
pacification processes carried out by the European Union with its neighborhood and 
inclusion policies. However, the real element of crisis in the concept of South Eastern 
Europe was represented by the geopolitical changes that occurred in Turkish foreign 
policy. As repeatedly stated in the columns of the Strategic Observatory, among the many 
drivers of this change the Syrian conflict has perhaps represented the most important 
element, the one that brought a real revolution in Turkish domestic politics and that has 
interconnected the de-structuring processes Middle Eastern geopolitical order with the 
internal changes of Turkish politics, increasingly distant on many aspects from western 
standards and expectations. 

The Syrian conflict in fact, even if it originated as a spill-over of the Iraqi civil war and 
as a cross-border territorialization of the Al Qaeda terrorist movement in Iraq that will give 
life to the ISIS, assumes a different connotation due to the ever increasing Turkish 
involvement and for the military role and Russian politician dressed in this conflict.         
The Turkish commitment leads to focus attention on the role of Kurdish military and 
political movements and their search for territorial autonomy from Syria and Iraq. While 
Russian involvement will prove decisive for Assad's survival, the failure of the Ankara-
supported regime change project contributed to the transformation of Russia policy toward 
Turkey, since Moscow and Ankara find themselves involved on different fronts of an 
unsolvable civil war. This prepared the ground for brokering a peace agreement. Turkey, 
abandoned by its Western allies that limited their commitment to indirect military support 
but without a full involvement in the Syrian conflict, had to face multiple crisis in a civil war 
without a clear line of conflict but with many fault lines and state and non-state actors: the 
determined Russian intervention in support of Assad; anti-Assad and anti-ISIS Kurdish 
militias but pro-independence; the variegated anti-Assad jihadist front subdivided in 
numerous currents and numerous sponsors, ranging from the USA, to other Arab 
countries of the Gulf who pursue their own agenda, up to movements belonging to the 
Qaedist galaxy; the Islamic State on one side and the Shiite fighters supported by Iran, 
coming from both Lebanon and Iran itself fighting the Islamic State itself into a 
sectarian/religious conflict.  

Such complex and dangerous mosaic in which it is extremely difficult to build stable 
alliances and bring together actors with common interests. A scenario that Turkey could 
probably not avoid but that, once it entered massively, the only way to get out of it was to 
come to terms with the two other regional powers with which Ankara is destined to balance 
its regional influence: Russia and Iran. The Syrian conflict has therefore played a decisive 
role for a further drive toward the Middle East of Turkish geopolitical posture and, above 
all, to further strengthen strategic political relations with Moscow.  
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In the short time space of less than a decade, Turkey has found itself having to deal 
with the explosion of three conflicts in its immediate borders: from the 2008 Caucasian one 
in Georgia to the 2014 Ukrainian in the Black Sea to the Syrian one. In all three conflicts 
Russia has succeeded in achieving its strategic objectives, obtaining de facto control over 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia (Georgian conflict), annexing Crimea (the Ukrainian conflict) 
and keeping the Syrian regime, its strategic ally, in power in the eastern Mediterranean.        
In other words, through these conflicts Russia has succeeded, with a significant 
turnaround compared to the previous decade, in strengthening and expanding its area of 
influence and presence both in the Black Sea and in the Eastern Mediterranean. That is 
just North and South of Turkey. These developments, coupled with Turkey's complex 
internal political situation resulting from the failed coup against Erdogan in 2016, have 
further led Ankara to strengthen - by choice, necessity, utility - relations with Moscow 
mainly and, to a lesser extent, those with Tehran. 

Turkey's decision to complete the purchase of the Russian S-400 ground-to-air 
system makes Ankara the first NATO country to purchase a Russian strategic defense 
system. With this result, Turkey achieves the goal of decoupling the defense system of its 
airspace from NATO alone, moving towards the creation of a hybrid system, partly NATO, 
partly Russian, partly national. This would reflect the new geopolitical position of Turkey, 
no longer totally coinciding with the vision of NATO but differentiated and with variable 
geometries. Russia, in order to favor this result, offered an advantageous collaboration to 
Turkey, favoring with the necessary technology transfers, a process of acquiring military 
capabilities. In this operation both Erdogan and Putin have obtained important advantages, 
even if the real success would seem to be Russian. Moscow, in fact, is also giving a 
military-industrial framework to the relationship with Turkey, scoring yet another 
geopolitical victory comparable to those obtained in the Black Sea and in Syria in recent 
years.  

Merging the dimension of the de-structuring of the geopolitical system of South-
Eastern Europe with that occurred in the Black Sea, in the Eastern Mediterranean and in 
Turkey itself, it does not seem illogical to see the potential for the emergence of a new 
turco-russian geopolitical space, located at the confluence of the Middle East, Eurasia and 
Western Balkans.  

It is obviously important to reiterate that geopolitical regions do not arise from today 
to tomorrow and that the processes of conception, construction and often de-construction 
of geopolitical linkages between states and regions require time frames that can be 
measured in decades. However, it is not irrelevant to consider that for at least a decade 
many political, geopolitical and economic events have eroded the feasibility of the South 
Eastern European as Euro-Atlantic region and have set in motion processes of re-
arrangement on new basis of fragments of the old geopolitical areas, some of which.         
As South Eastern Europe, originated from the logic of the cold War and its afterword.          
The transformative character of peripheral regions that share multiple fault lines should be 
reminded as well as the attraction that can originate from the change and transformation of 
power relation should be considered a historically solid concept. However, it is working in 
the case of the Black Sea / Eastern Mediterranean area is doubtful. The creation of 
regional systems does not only arise for the disappearance / transformation of previous 
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regional systems, but also requires important financial, infrastructural, shared cultural 
aggregative processes and strong economic integration. Factors that currently appear not 
to be within the reach of the regional actors involved. 
 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts  

The changes that have occurred in recent years have weakened the cohesion of the 
region of South Eastern Europe and allowed a glimpse of the emergence of a new proto-
region in the space between the Black Sea and the Eastern Mediterranean. Turkey is the 
central element of this process. In particular, the agreement for the sale of the Russian S-
400s in Ankara may be an important factor that could lead in the future to the duplication of 
the geopolitical posture of Turkey, which allows a glimpse of a scenario of a relationship 
no longer exclusive with the West but binary: swinging alternatively between Washington 
and Moscow. In such a scenario, NATO's role in this region would be profoundly 
transformed, placing the crises in this quadrant first on the Russian-Turkish bilateral level 
and, therefore, subordinately, on the level of the Atlantic alliance. The strategic revolution 
that Erdogan and Putin are putting into place in the important quadrant of South Eastern 
Europe / Eastern Mediterranean could lead in the coming years to various geopolitical 
transformations, not excluding the birth of a geo-politically region in the Eastern part of the 
Mediterranean jointly driven by Turkey and Russia national visions and interests.  
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Tunisia: a new political balance after Béji Caïd Essebsi? 

 

The legacy of Béji Caïd Essebsi 

President Béji Caïd Essebsi, the oldest sitting president in the world, died on July 25 
at the age of 92.1 Essebsi served as Tunisia’s transitional leader after the 2011 popular 
uprising that drove out long-time ruler Zine el-Abedine Ben Ali, and then was elected 
president in 2014 elections. He was the only senior politician in Tunisia to hold political 
office in the new democracy as well as under the previous dictatorships of Habib 
Bourguiba – who became president after the country gained independence from France 
and who was among the most important, and most stridently secular, nationalists in the 
Arabic-speaking world – and Ben Ali, who was ultimately ousted.   

Essebsi fought for Tunisian democracy, but also served the dictatorships of the 
1960s and 1980s, and served as a vehicle for the reemergence of the old guard after the 
country's 2011 democratic upheaval.2  He came out of retirement in 2011 to be interim 
prime minister after the uprising that of Ben Ali. The revolt in Tunisia ignited 
antigovernment protests across North Africa and the Middle East, starting the turmoil in the 
entire MENA area known as the Arab Spring. When Ben Ali was overthrown in January 
2011, ending the 23-year rule, and fled to Saudi Arabia, Essebsi was chosen as interim 
prime minister because of his government experience and his relatively untainted 
reputation.3 

Essebsi helped found a secular political party, Nidaa Tounis (Call for Tunisia), 
leading a movement to oust the increasingly unpopular Islamist government. In contrast to 
Egypt, where Abdel-Fattah el-Sisi operated directly against the Muslim Brotherhood – and 
where the military seized power and cracked down violently on the country’s elected 
Islamists – Tunisia managed in 2013-2014 a negotiated with Ennahdha in attempting to 
stabilise the country, fight outbreaks of terrorism, and improve a struggling economy.        
A national dialogue, which reached a compromise with the Islamists and recognized their 
role as a legitimate political actor. An approach that helped to preserve the Tunisian 
democratic experiment by forming a coalition with Ennahda after the 2014 elections, 
despite resistance to such a decision from within the secularist camp.  

On the political and social front, Regarding, according to Youssef Cherif, a political 
analyst at the Columbia Global Center in Tunis, Essebsi “tried to foster education and 
progressive values, but he also encouraged nepotism through offering his son the 
leadership of his party and by nominating a lot of people in high positions by their degree 
of allegiance not their competency".4  

                                                           
1  Gall C., Blaise L., Béji Caïd Essebsi, President Who Guided Tunisia to Democracy, Dies at 92, The New York Times, 

July 25, 2019. https://nyti.ms/2ycfFnp 
2  Borzou Daragahi, Tunisia's first democratically elected president Beji Caid Essebsi dies: 'He made history', The 

Independent, 25 july 2019. https://bit.ly/311703p 
3  Gall C., Blaise L., Béji Caïd Essebsi, President Who Guided Tunisia to Democracy, Dies at 92, The New York Times, 

July 25, 2019. https://nyti.ms/2ycfFnp 
4  Borzou Daragahi, Tunisia's first democratically elected president Beji Caid Essebsi dies: 'He made history', The 

Independent, 25 july 2019. https://bit.ly/311703p 
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Today, because 60 years of dictatorship, Tunisian society remains fractured. Politically, 
secularists, including local leftists and Arab nationalists, contend with Islamists. Socially, 
rich elite lives in the coastal cities at a far remove from the poor, underdeveloped inland 
regions, where the revolution began and where popular unrest continues. 5 
 

Political dynamics 

Tunisia’s president — who is elected by the people for a once-renewable five-year 
term — mainly has authority over foreign and defence policy, governing alongside a prime 
minister chosen by parliament who has authority over domestic affairs. The interim, the 
president of the Parliament, Mohamed Ennaceur (85 years old), took over the position of 
head of state. According to the country’s constitution, the president of the parliament 
assumed the presidency for 45 to 90 days while elections are organized: Originally 
scheduled for November, the elections will take place on September 15, as confirmed by 
Nabil Baffoun, the head of the Independent Higher Authority for Elections; the campaigns 
are scheduled to run from September 2 to September 13, with the results announced two 
days after the polls. A date for the second round of presidential elections has not yet been 
decided but, according to officials, it would be held no later than November 3.6 This means 
that Tunisia may vote in September and November for the early presidential elections and 
in October for the parliamentary elections. 

Nidaa Tounes is splintered and recently collapsed; Essebsi became embroiled in a 
long-running series of political battles with his own prime minister, Youssef Chahed, and 
Rachid Ghannouchi, leader of the Islamist party Ennahda. Essebsi’s passing will likely 
prompt for influence within the party Nidaa Tounis between his son, Hafedh Caïd Essebsi 
– who assumed the leadership of the political party – and Prime Minister Youssef Chahed, 
who leads the breakaway faction Tahya Tounis. 

Slim Azzabi, secretary-general of the Tahya Tounis party, stated that Tunisia's liberal 
Prime Minister, Youssef Chahed, would run for president in an early election, making him 
one of the likely frontrunners to succeed Beji Caid Essebsi.7 The Tahaya Tounis party, 
which split off from Essebsi's party this year, is now the biggest liberal group in Tunisia's 
parliament and governs in coalition with the Islamist Ennahda Party and a smaller liberal 
group. 

Other candidates who have announced their intention to stand include liberal former 
Prime Minister Mehdi Jomaa, and Moncef Marzouki, who served as interim president for 
three years after autocrat Zine El Abidine Ben Ali was toppled, until Essebsi was chosen in 
the first democratic presidential election in 2014. 

Ennahda, which has not yet named its candidate for the presidency, in 2016 decided 
to downplay its origins in political Islam declaring to distance itself from its Islamist origins 
and recast itself as a political vehicle for Muslim democrats; but the political movement 
remains a conservative Islamic party. What Ennahda’s carefully orchestrated rebranding 
demonstrates is just how skillfully its leaders continue to adapt to the changing landscape 
of Tunisian electoral politics. When the president of  Ennahda, Rachid Ghannouchi, 
                                                           
5  Gall C., Blaise L., Béji Caïd Essebsi, President Who Guided Tunisia to Democracy, Dies at 92, The New York Times, 

July 25, 2019. https://nyti.ms/2ycfFnp 
6  Asharq al-Awsat, 31 July 2019, in shorturl.at/pIM34. 
7  Reuters, July 31st 2019. 
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announced the move away from traditional Islamism, he also proclaimed a separation of 
the party’s political and religious activities: a way to allows party leaders to focus on 
politics in the capital while other members in the provinces – where there is more popular 
support because there are as many people whose vision of society, whose way of life is 
more conservative, less liberal, less Western to the party – continue to engage in the civic 
and religious spheres.8 
 
Security concerns 

Institutional and economic crisis and jihadist threat: Essebsi's death occurs in a 
period of potential destabilization for the North African country. 

Tunisia is the only country to have emerged from the so-called Arab Spring with a 
full-blooded if somewhat wobbly democracy. The country has managed to survive a wave 
of political assassinations and deadly terrorist attacks targeting its security forces and 
productive tourism industry amid rising joblessness and inflation. However, it remains 
under a state of emergency.9 

The Mediterranean haven was beginning to recover from the attacks mainly claimed 
by the Islamic State terror group (IS) as Western tourists slowly started to file back. 
Today’s news at the peak of the holiday season will likely put a big damper on that. On the 
one hand, there is the risk about the country’s low ability to cope with returning IS fighters 
veterans; between 5000 and 8000 of Tunisians joined the Islamic state group: some are 
thought to be redeploying to violence-wracked, neighboring Libya, while others have 
returned home.10 On the other hand, armed opposition groups operate in mountain areas 
on the border with Algeria. Both the  
 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts  

The departure of Essebsi is important not only because of what he did for 
democracy, but also with regard to the ambiguous situation through which Tunisia is 
currently passing. In general, it will not seriously affect Tunisia's stability, because the 
country has a clear process in place that is widely accepted as legitimate11. 

However, regarding the implications for the future, the death of the old president, on 
the one hand, puts in evidence the absence of a prominent leader and open to a risk of 
greater divisions and fragmentation within the secularist political front - with all the 
consequences for how this might affect Tunisia’s consensus-based democracy. 

On the other hand, we must consider two main factors: the first is the political 
disaffection and the distrust in democracy which open to a growing discontent among the 
people – characterized by numerous protests – often contrasted with repressive security 
measures; the second factor is the competition among the power-groups, which coincide 
with the fault line between the political parties Ennahda and Nidaa (and within Nidaa). 

                                                           

8  Piser K., The Mainstreaming of Tunisia’s Islamists, in Foreign Policy, 7 August 2016, in shorturl.at/jENW3. 
9  Zaman A., Intel: How terror attacks, sick president could impact Tunisia’s upcoming elections, 27 June 2019, in 

shorturl.at/cdlyV. 
10  Zaman A., Intel: How terror attacks, sick president could impact Tunisia’s upcoming elections, 27 June 2019, in 

shorturl.at/cdlyV. 
11  Hamza Meddeb, Reaction Shot: Tunisia‘s Beji Caïd Essebsi Has Died, Canergie,n25 July 2019. https://bit.ly/2SIkuyi 
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Because of the political stalemate and the ideological differences that led to the 
division of the secular front, Ennahda appears to be the only cohesive and stable party. 

In conclusion, the general unstable situation may affect the electoral process, which 
could shift the votes of a large disappointed electorate in favor of some independent 
candidates.12 
 

Main events in Maghreb and Mashreq 

 Israel and Egypt. Israel will begin exporting natural gas to Egypt in November, with 
volumes eventually set to reach seven billion cubic meters a year. The supplies will 
mark the start of a $15bn export agreement between Israel's Delek Drilling and US-
based partner Noble Energy with an Egyptian counterpart in what Israeli officials called 
the most significant deal to emerge since the neighbors made peace in 1979. The deal 
signed early last year will bring natural gas from Israeli offshore fields Tamar and 
Leviathan into the Egyptian gas grid.13 

 Lebanon. Possible dispute between President Michel Aoun and Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri over referring the shooting of two members of the Lebanese Democratic Party in 
the Druze area of Aley to a senior Judicial Council.  The political repercussions of the 
deadly event have paralyzed government at a critical moment and risk complicating 
efforts to enact reforms needed to steer the heavily indebted state away from financial 
crisis.14 

 Syria. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said his country is determined to 
destroy "to pieces" what he called a "terror corridor" in northern Syria - regardless of 
whether or not Turkey and the United States agree on the establishment of a safe zone. 
Ankara wants a zone along the border with Syria that would be cleared of the Kurdish 
fighters. It also says such a zone would be safe for Syrians and allow some of the 
country's refugees to return. Turkey has warned of a possible new offensive into Syria if 
an agreement on a safe zone is not reached, and has recently been sending 
reinforcements to its border area.15 

 Algeria. Protesters remain in Algeria’s streets, having forced President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika’s resignation in April. In this uncertain transition period, important questions 
face two groups key to Algeria’s political future: protesters and military 
personnel. According to a new Brookings institute report – titled “Algeria’s uprising:       
A survey of protesters and the military” – the results show a wide support for change 
among protesters, while illustrating a divide between the upper and lower ranks of the 
Algerian military in support for the protest movement. While 80% of the lower ranks 
support the goals and continuation of the protests, “the senior officers, by contrast, are a 
bit more hesitant, [as] only 60% are saying that they support the protests”.16 
 

                                                           
12  Torelli S., Tunisia: tra crisi politica e turbolenze nel vicinato, in “Focus Mediterraneo Allargato” n.10, 27th June 2019, 

in shorturl.at/hGY47. 
13  Al-Jazeera, 25th July 2019. 
14  Asharq al-Awsat, 8th July 2019. 
15  Associated Press, 26th July 2019 
16  Grewal S.,  Kilavuz T., KubinecJuly R.,  Algeria’s uprising: A survey of protesters and the military, 2019 

https://www.brookings.edu/experts/sharan-grewal/
https://www.brookings.edu/author/m-tahir-kilavuz/
https://www.brookings.edu/author/robert-kubinec/
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 Morocco. In his speech for this year's Throne Day on 30th of July, Moroccan king 
Mohammed VI announced new development programs and a government reshuffle for 
domestic policy. For foreign policy, he called again for dialogue with Algeria and for 
''unity among North African populations''. As concerns the Western Sahara, Morocco's 
position remains ''firmly anchored to territorial integrity''. To celebrate his 20 years as 
king, Mohammed VI pardoned 4,764 detainees, including some detainees for 
terrorism.17 

 Libya. Libya's national oil company has suspended operations at the country's largest 
oil field over the "unlawful" closure of a pipeline valve. The National Oil Corporation 
announced the move without saying who was behind the closure of the pipeline linking 
the Sharara oilfield to the port of Zawiya, on the Mediterranean coast. The Sharara oil 
field, which produces around 290,000 barrels a day worth $19 million, is controlled by 
forces loyal to Khalifa Hifter, head of the so-called Libyan National Army, which 
launched an offensive in April to capture the capital.18 

 

                                                           
17  ANSAmed, 30th July 2019. 
18  ABC News, 31st July 2019. 
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► Jihadist groups that formed the provinces of the Islamic State have proved to be 
fundamental to carry out apocalyptic al-Baghdadi's project of Salafi fundamentalist 
hegemony, allowing to its organization to continue to exercise its significance, even after 
the loss of Syrian and Iraqis territories. Among the various groups that in sub-Saharan 
Africa and in the Sahel have sworn loyalty to the Caliphate, one in particular stood out for 
the high lethality and the wide range of action. This group is known as the Islamic State in 
the Greater Sahara (ISGS) led by the emir Adnan al-Sahrawi. 
 

The impact of the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara on security in 

the Sahel region 

 

On the first day of Ramadan in 2014, Sheikh Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, leader of the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)1, announced the restoration of the Caliphate 
and decided to change the name of the group to Islamic State (IS)2. The proclamation led 
thousands of foreign fighters to decide to leave for Syria and Iraq to join the militias of the 
new Caliphate. 

Four months later, through official propaganda IS's bodies (al-Furqan Media 
Foundation and Dabiq Magazine), the terrorist organization announced that other jihadist 
groups had declared their affiliation to the Caliphate, assuming the name of provinces 
(wilayats) of the Islamic State. However, before swearing allegiance to the caliph al-
Baghdadi, these groups would have to implement the military strategy and the government 
system of central core. 

Over time, the wilayats proved to be fundamental to carry out the apocalyptic al-
Baghdadi's project of Salafi fundamentalist hegemony. Since their loyalty has proved to be 
of great help to allow the Islamic State to continue to exercise its significance, even after 
the loss of the Syrian-Iraqi territories. While it is increasingly evident that if in 2018 the 
provinces had decided to abandon the organization, they would have totally delegitimized 
it and shown that in reality it was only a “Paper State”3.  

Instead, over the years, the Islamic State branches have significantly increased in 
number, allowing the jihadist entity to be able to count on a substantial and articulated 
network, even after its loss of territories. All this, bearing in mind that each branch of the 
organization is operationally independent and there are no direct connections between the 
various affiliated groups, apart from the ISIS brand. 

                                                           
1  Also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
2  B. Roggio, ISIS announces formation of Caliphate, rebrands as ‘Islamic State’, in «Long War Journal», 29 June 2019. 

https://bit.ly/2M5rHXP 
3  C. Bunzel, From Paper State to Caliphate: The Ideology of the Islamic State, in «The Brookings Project on U.S. 

Relations with the Islamic World», N. 19, March 2015. www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/The-
ideology-of-theIslamic-State.pdf 
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The wilayat continue to operate in different parts of the world, even in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Where poverty combined with the socio-economic marginalization of local 
communities have favoured the radicalization process of many young people, and the 
development of jihadist terrorism in different areas of the macro-region. 

In Africa, ISIS has decentralized its provinces in Egypt and Libya, but also in the sub-
Saharan belt and in the Sahel, where the group is expanding taking advantage of the 
particular difficulties to secure those vast desert areas4.  

A further confirmation of the importance of Africa for the Islamic State comes from al-
Baghdadi's video message, released on 29 April by al-Furqan via AFP. In part addressed 
to the Sahelian mujahidin, the chief of ISIS encourage to jihad against Western armies, 
and avenge the attacks suffered by the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq5. 

In the same speech, published on the network a few days after the claim of an attack 
in the north-eastern parts of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the Islamic 
State leader confirmed the establishment of the ISCAP (Islamic State Central Africa 
Province), the new province of the jihadist organization in Central Africa. Furthermore, al-
Baghdadi has endorsed the formal recognition of the loyalty oath of the Emir of the Islamic 
State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS - Islamic State in the Greater Sahara)6. A jihadist 
formation that deserves to be the object of careful scrutiny due to its high lethality, which 
has made it among the most dangerous in the region. 

A lethality demonstrated by the fact that in 2018 the ISGS was connected to 26 per 
cent of all violent events and 42 per cent of all deaths occurred during attacks associated 
with Islamic extremist groups active in the Sahel7. If in the first six months of the current 
year will be confirmed the trend of attacks, the ISGS will be the group that in 2019 will 
have caused more victims than the other jihadist groups operating in the vast desert area8. 
 

Tongo Tongo ambush 

The Sahelian extremist group has become infamous internationally for an attack 
carried out in Niger on 4 October 2017, in the village of Tongo Tongo. In this remote 
suburb, about twenty kilometres from the border with Mali, were killed five Nigerian 
soldiers and four US soldiers: first-class sergeant Jeremiah W. Johnson, sergeant La 
David Johnson and two senior sergeants from the Bryan Black green caps and Dustin 
Wright. 

The terrorist act has aroused the indignation of the American public opinion. Above 
all for the fact that before fleeing, the jihadist militants loyal to the Islamic State have 
removed the weapons and the military equipment to the four fallen Americans, trying to 
take away at least two bodies from the battlefield9. 

                                                           
4  www.voanews.com/extremism-watch/decentralizing-provinces-bid-return 
5  https://thedefensepost.com/2019/04/29/isis-leader-baghdadi-video/ 
6  Ibidem 
7  https://africacenter.org/spotlight/the-complex-and-growing-threat-of-militant-islamist-groups-in-the-sahel/ 
8  Ibidem 
9  C. Dickstein, J. Vandiver, Pentagon: Systemic Problems Led to Deadly Niger Ambush, in «Star and Stripes», 10 May 

2018. https://bit.ly/2jWT2w4 
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The deadly ambush has also triggered several controversies about the role and 
usefulness of the American mission in Niger, and has led some members of Congress to 
call for reducing the US military presence in the region. While, based on the results of the 
Pentagon investigation to shed light on the attack, the decision was taken to introduce 
some changes to the planning of US military operations in the Sahel area10. 

In fact, after the ambush on 4 October 2017, US forces participating in the special 
operations have gradually reduced the number of missions, in which American consultants 
accompany African troops in areas considered at risk of attacks11. US commandos now 
back up local forces only in missions of high strategic importance, during which they need 
to be supported by armed drones or other support aircraft12.  

However, is excluded the participation of US military in front-line fighting against 
armed groups loyal to al-Qaeda or ISIS. A significant change that reversed the guidelines 
issued in 2017 by US Africa Command (AFRICOM), which also allowed lower grade 
officers to make quick judgments to plan missions.  

The Tongo Tongo ambush also reinforced the alert launched a few weeks earlier by 
Pentagon strategists, according to which, after the loss of the Syrian-Iraqi territories, the 
Islamic State through its Saharan branch was trying to reorganize itself in Niger13.           
The experts of the US Department of Defense believe that the Sahelian nation could 
become the connecting point of African jihadism. Might end up with Niger; Mali, 
destabilized by the continuous Qaedist groups activity, north-eastern Nigeria and the Horn 
of Africa, where Boko Haram and al-Shabaab continue to carry out bloody attacks14. 
 

Al-Sahrawi, from the Polisario Front to the jihad 

This is the disturbing scenario in which ISGS standing out. The group can count on a 
heterogeneous alliance of Islamic extremists of various origins, led by the charismatic 
figure of the emir Adnan Abu Walid al-Sahrawi, the war name of Lehbib Ould Ali Ould Said 
Ould Joumani. 

Adnan al-Sahrawi was born in 1973 in Laayoune, the main city in the disputed 
territory of the Western Sahara, currently administered by Morocco. The jihadist leader 
spent his childhood there and, in the early nineties, moved to refugee camps in southern 
Algeria. It was during this time that the young Lehbib decided to enlist in the Sahrawi 
People's Liberation Army, the armed wing of the Polisario Front15.  

During the nineties and two thousand, al-Sahrawi maintained commercial relations 
with the Malian population of the Azawad. He also established close ties with the nascent 
factions of Islamic extremist groups that were taking root in the porous region between the 
Maghreb and the Sahel, where he embraced the Islamist doctrine16.  

                                                           
10  H. Cooper, T. Gibbons-Neff, E. Schmitt, Military Inquiry Finds Soldiers Were Unprepared in Deadly Niger Ambush, in 

«The New York Times», 10 May 2018. https://nyti.ms/2KUjfaY 
11  L.C. Baldor, R. Bynum, Pentagon to Unveil Probe into Niger Attack that Killed 4 U.S. soldiers, in «Usa Today», 9 May 

2018. https://usat.ly/2InrVsC 
12  Ibidem 
13  Europe and USA Take the Fight against Jihadism to Niger, in «Euronews», 3 May 2018. https://bit.ly/2LZmlKC 
14  Ibidem 
15  Active political movement in the former Iberian colony of Western Sahara, which Madrid ceded in 1975 to Morocco 

and Mauritania with a secret agreement contrary to the right of self-determination of the local population 
16  http://diasporasaharaui.blogspot.com/2013/03/qui-est-walid-abou-adnan-sahraoui-le.html 
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The current ISGS chief played a leading role during the 2012-2013 war in Mali, where 
he was the spokesperson for the Movement for uniqueness and jihad in West Africa 
(MUJAO). Which in August 2013 joined the al-Mulaththamin Brigade to form a new group 
called al-Murabiṭun, led by the super-wanted Algerian terrorist Mokhtar Belmokhtar.  

On 14 May 2015, Adnan al-Sahrawi announced of al-Murabitun's bayah17 to Caliph 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, via an audio message, declaring the birth of the Islamic State in the 
Greater Sahara. Nevertheless, a few days later, Belmokhtar disavowed the act of 
submission and reiterated his closeness to al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQMI).  

The Algerian jihadist had always declared himself ideologically distant from the 
Islamic State. Over the years, he had changed his group's name several times, making 
convenient alliances with the most on-trend jihadist formation of the moment. 

Probably this too led Belmokthar's right arm, Abou Abderrahmane El Assanhaj, to the 
decision to make al-Murabitun adhere to the Jama'ah Nusrah al-Islam wal-Muslimin 
(Group for the support of Islam and Muslims - GSIM). The most recent evolution of the al-
Qaeda jihadist network in the Sahel, which arose in early March 2017. 

Belmokhtar's failure to recognize al-Murabitun's affiliation to the Islamic State 
therefore appears to be the cause that led to the split within the group, from which the 
Sahelian branch of the Islamic State, led by Al-Sahrawi, originated. All this has certainly 
affected the late recognition by ISIS leaders of the ISGS affiliation, which will arrive at the 
end of October 2016, a full 17 months after the proclamation of the province of the Islamic 
State in the Greater Sahara. As on other occasions, the approval of the central nucleus will 
take place through an official statement by Amaq, the Islamic State press agency, also 
published on Al-Naba, the weekly newsletter of the al-Baghdadi organization18. 

According to Reuter's analysts, about eighty fighters initially formed the ISGS and 
although it could not count on a high number of troops, from the first actions it was 
considered very dangerous, as reported by local intelligence. Especially regarding the 
tactical convergences of some extremist Islamic formations, which first gravitated into the 
orbit of al-Qaeda. A danger that was later confirmed by the escalation of the attacks and 
the rapid growth of the organization in numerical terms19.  

The ISGS also stood out for the considerable territorial expansion of its activity, which 
over the months has extended to a range of about 800 kilometres, along the border area 
between Niger and Mali, and for about 600 kilometres along the line of the eastern border 
of Burkina Faso with Niger20. It should also be borne in mind that about 90 per cent of the 
group's attacks were carried out within one hundred kilometres of one of these two border 
areas21. 

                                                           
17  Bayah is an Arabic noun which in Islamic terminology indicates an oath of allegiance to a higher authority 
18  T. Joscelyn, C. Weiss, Islamic State recognizes oath of allegiance from jihadists in Mali, in «Long War Journal», 31 

October 2016. https://bit.ly/2ISw0R2 
19  https://ctc.usma.edu/islamic-state-africa-estimating-fighter-numbers-cells-across-continent/ 
20  P. Le Roux, Exploiting Borders in the Sahel: The Islamic State in the Greater Sahara, Africa Center for Strategic 

Studies, 10 June 2019. https://bit.ly/304Mui3 
21  Ibidem 
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Recruitment among marginalized communities 

It should also be emphasized that the al-Sahrawi group has succeeded in increasing 
its influence in the area by adopting the strategy of intervening in ethnic conflicts to recruit 
new proselytes among marginalized communities. In particular the Fulani, among whom it 
has gained considerable popular support.  

The lack of economic opportunities and social marginalization have certainly had a 
decisive influence on the decision of many young Fulani to enlist in the ranks of the ISGS. 
Proof of this is the fact that joining an extremist group in the Tillabéri region (Western 
Niger) is often associated with a high social status22. 

In this regard, a study of the Critical Threats (CT) geopolitical analysis project, with a 
focus on US strategy in the Sahel, recalls that the tactics of sectarian inclusion were 
already implemented in the past by the notorious Jordanian jihadist Abu Musab al Zarqawi, 
founder of al Qaeda in Iraq, the most immediate precursor of the Islamic State23. 

Taking advantage of the economic hardship and ethnic tensions, which at local level 
long-standing contrast Tuareg and Fulani, the Al-Sahrawi group managed to enlist the 
latter among its ranks24. All this triggered a heated conflict in the Ménaka Region in 
eastern Mali, near the border with Niger. Where in 2017 and 2018 there were numerous 
clashes between the Fulani militia, linked to the ISGS, and the former rebels of the 
Movement for the salvation of the Azawad (MSA) and Groupe Autodéfense Touareg 
Imghad et Alliés pro-Bamako (GATIA)25.  

Both formations in June 2015 signed the agreement for peace and reconciliation in 
Mali, signed in Algiers to resolve the conflict that broke out three years earlier with the 
Tuareg rebellion against the Bamako government. For this reason, on several occasions, 
they have benefited from the support of the Malian army and the French-led operation 
Barkhane26. 

This dynamic has given a significant ethnic connotation to the growing violence in the 
Sahel, which the two pro-government Tuareg GATIA and MSA militias opposed ISGS, 
whose file includes a large component of members of the Fulani community. 

Without forgetting, that at the base of the violence in the remote desert region, in 
addition to the atavistic rivalry between Tuareg and Fulani, there would also be control of 
drug trafficking, arms and migrants in transit to the north of Mali and the domination of 
large territories without read, abandoned by Bamako to their fate. 
 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Until now, efforts to limit the expansion of jihadists in these areas have favoured 
military operations, but the results have not been satisfactory, as this approach has 
accentuated local antagonisms more than it has contained violence.  

                                                           
22  https://africacenter.org/security-article/if-victims-become-perpetrators-vulnerability-resilience-violent-extremism-sahel/ 
23  Emily Estelle, ISIS Affiliate Expands in the Sahel, Critical Threats, 5 October 2018. https://bit.ly/2MdWsKf 
24  C. Meynial, Alpha Oumar Ba-Konaré: «Les djihadistes utilisent la fragilité des bergers peuls», in «Le Point Afrique», 

12 July 2017. https://bit.ly/2kD4m48 
25  These are two pro-government formations opposed to the implementation of the peace process launched in June 

2015 between the Bamako government and the Coordination of Azawad Movements (CMA) 
26  French-led Operation Barkhane is an anti-terrorist force of around 4,500 units active in the Sahel to counter the 

various jihadist groups operating in the region  
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Witness the fact that the pace of ISGS attacks has never diminished, even after the 
news that, in early 2018, Al Sahrawi had been injured during clashes with the Tuareg 
GATIA and MSA militias27. Moreover, to cure himself he would have been forced to move 
to the Gourma region.  

The pressure on the group has also increased on the American side, after the US 
State Department inserted the ISGS in the list of foreign terrorist organizations in May 
2018 and al-Sahrawi was designated a "global terrorist"28. 

In August 2018, the commitment of the international counter-terrorism missions 
operating in the area forced the surrender of the Malian emir Sultan Ould Bady, leader of 
the Salahuddin Brigade, merged at the end of 2017 into the ISGS. Also in August last 
year, the Barkhane mission announced the death in an air strike of one of the most 
important al-Sahrawi lieutenants, Mohamed Ag Almouner. The jihadist, better known as 
Tinka, was one of the super wanted men of the group because in October 2017 he 
coordinated the assault on Tongo Tongo, in which were killed the four US soldiers. 

A further contribution to the fight against al-Saharawi militiamen should come from 
the Joint G5 Sahel Force (FCG5S), established in February 2017 to fight radical Islamic 
groups in the border areas of the five member countries (Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, 
Mauritania , Chad), which however has not yet reached its full operational capacity29.  

Undoubtedly, international military interventions are an essential part of the fight 
against terrorism, but they have the risk of neglecting other factors of instability, which in 
this case have been fueled by the use of armed groups of former Tuareg rebels, who have 
triggered a worrying spiral of inter-community violence. 

In such a scenario, it is clear that the ISGS, in addition to remaining one of the most 
active groups in the area, can also take advantage of this situation by siding in defence of 
marginalized communities, as already happened for the Fulani of the Menaka region. 

Despite the intense counter-activity of the United Nations mission in Mali 
(MINUSMA), of the Barkhane operation, of the G5 Sahel Force and the AFRICOM 
support, the road to bend the onset of ISGS is still uphill. In the meantime, further 
strengthening of local, national, regional and international alliances will be necessary to 
reduce the ability of the group loyal to the Islamic State to strike down the long borderlines 
of Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso and block its uprising. 
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The Iran-United States clash: what remains of the nuclear 

agreement? 

 

After a twelve-year negotiation, in 2015, Iran and the P5+1 countries group (United 
States, Russia, China, France, Germany and the United Kingdom), signed an agreement 
that imposed limitations on Iran's nuclear program in exchange for the elimination of 
sanctions imposed on Tehran by the United Nations, the European Union and the United 
States: the JCPOA, Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action1, inserted in the United Nations 
Security Council Resolution n. 2231/20152. 

The agreement included a roadmap, commitments from both sides and a series of 
deadlines for a total of 25 years: the last JCPOA clause was designed to be extended until 
2035. The JCPOA placed the Iranian nuclear program under the control of the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), with a "snapback" mechanism of sanctions in 
the event that the joint Commission, composed of the 5+1, based on the IAEA reports, had 
found an irregular behavior by Tehran. 

However, the unexpected happened. In May 2018, the Trump administration 
withdrew the US from the JCPOA and has been implementing an increasingly pressing 
sanction policy ever since. The European Union has laboriously tried to protect itself from 
Washington's secondary sanctions, but US hegemony in the international financial 
system3, the desire not to cause break-ups with the overseas ally and EU foreign policy 
weakness led to a timid response, while Iran continued to fulfill its obligations, as certified 
periodically by IAEA. 

At the end of May 2018, the Secretary of State Pompeo presented a list of 12 
requests to Tehran4, some diktat that aimed at ending the ballistic missile proliferation, the 
interruption of the development of missile systems with nuclear capabilities, the cessation 
of support to Hezbollah, Hamas and Islamic Jihad in order to contain Iranian influence in 
the region. The escalation began leading gradually to increased tension5. 

On May 8th 2019, Tehran said it was ready to resume some activities of the nuclear 
program if the European Union had not implemented countermeasures against US 
sanctions since, with Washington’ withdrawal, the agreement became for Tehran a 
renunciation of its nuclear program with no corresponding advantage. On May 12th, 4 
tankers of different nationalities were attacked in the Strait of Hormuz and Washington 
blamed Tehran. On May 14th, some drones of the Yemenite rebels Houthi6 - close to Iran 
and opposed to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates - hit a Saudi pumping station.  

                                                           
1  A. Perteghella, “Perché l’Iran torna ad arricchire l’Uranio”, ISPI, 8 luglio 2019; https://bit.ly/2LXraHh.  
2  https://bit.ly/2Ob8fvE  
3  S. Fleming, “Currency warrior: why Trump is weaponizing the dollar”, Financial Times, July 1, 2019. 
4  Al Jazeera, “Mike Pompeo speech: What are the 12 demands given to Iran?”, 21 May 2018; https://bit.ly/2z10w9c.  
5  F. Anderson, “Iran to restart activities at Arak nuclear facility, says official”, The Telegraph, 28 July, 2019; 

https://bit.ly/3158cDd.  
6  Critical Threats, Threat Update, July 3, 2019; https://bit.ly/2GwmvbS.  
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On June 13th, near the Strait of Hormuz, two US oil tankers were attacked, leaving one 
ablaze and adrift, with 44 sailors evacuated from both ships. President Trump blamed Iran 
that denied any involvement. On June 20th, a US military drone (worth $ 100 million) was 
shot down by Tehran; according to President Rouhani it had violated the Iranian airspace. 
In late June, there was another attack on two oil tankers in the Gulf of Oman7 of which 
President Trump has accused the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, IRGC, (Pasdaran). 
The White House had therefore decided a military attack on Iran, canceled later on, in 
retaliation for the drone's downing, and imposed further sanctions against Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei and senior IRGC officials8. 

On June 26th, Iran officially announced that it had begun to accumulate stocks of 
enriched uranium exceeding the 300kg limit set by the JCPOA and on July 7th it exceeded 
the threshold for enriching uranium, 3,67%, now at 5%. The increase in the percentage of 
uranium enrichment up to 5% is far from the nuclear threshold that requires reaching 90%. 
If the enrichment reaches 20% instead9, as before the JCPOA10, the required time to reach 
the nuclear threshold would be 3-4 months, compared to the current 12 months. These 
are, therefore, political signals. 

On July 4th, the United Kingdom seized the Iranian-owned flying Panama flag Grace 
One, stopped off Gibraltar on charges of transporting oil to Syria, in violation of European 
sanctions. In retaliation11 followed the kidnapping, on July 19 by IRGC, of the Swedish oil 
tanker with British flag Stena Impero. On the same day, London confirmed the extension of 
the detention status for Grace One and decided that the Royal Navy will escort ships flying 
British flag in transit through the Strait of Hormuz12: 1/3 of the oil and 30% of the world gas 
exported pass through there13. Maritime insurance premiums have already increased 
tenfold and due to precarious security conditions14, some insurance companies refuse to 
cover the Gulf routes. At the end of July, Iran declared it was ready for swapping ships 
with the United Kingdom15. The then British Foreign Minister Hunt proposed the creation of 
a European naval mission to be deployed in the Persian Gulf to protect oil tankers in 
transit. The appeal was welcomed by France - ready to assign military resources to the 
mission - Denmark and the Netherlands, which supported the mission project, distinct from 
the US maritime security operations. The proposal to create a European naval mission 
follows Washington’ one: the deployment of an international coalition, Operation Sentinel, 
                                                           
7  Critical Threats, Threat Update, June 20, 2019; https://bit.ly/2ybpRg5.  
8  S. Dowling, “INSTEX: Doubts linger over Europe's Iran sanctions workaround”, Al Jazeera, 1 July 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2RP8t9U.  
9  E. Ventura, “INSTEX: la scommessa europea per salvare l’accordo nucleare con l’Iran”, CeSI, 24 luglio 2019; 

https://bit.ly/317zPv5.  
10  Prima di luglio 2015, l'Iran aveva quasi 20.000 centrifughe. Nell'ambito del JCPOA, è stato limitato a 5.060 

centrifughe e la sua scorta di uranio è stata ridotta del 98%, 300 chilogrammi per i successivi 15 anni. Era anche 
limitato all'arricchimento di non più del 3,67%. Il JCPOA non permette all'Iran di costruire ulteriori reattori ad acqua 
pesante o di accumulare acqua pesante in eccesso, che può essere utilizzata per produrre plutonio ad uso militare 
per 15 anni. 

11  Critical Threats, Threat Update, July 25, 2019; https://bit.ly/2YjmTR9.  
12  E. Geranmayeh, “Prime mover: Johnson and the UK-Iran crisis”, European Council on Foreign Relations, 24 July 

2019; https://bit.ly/2Zj4yVS.  
13  US Energy Information Administration, “The Strait of Hormuz is the world's most important oil transit chokepoint”, 

June 20, 2019; https://bit.ly/2Y5BJyI.  
14  M. Valsania, “Polizze più care, ritardi, sicurezza. Allarme costi nel Golfo Persico”, Il Sole 24 Ore, 30/07/2019; 

https://bit.ly/2ylXvj8.  
15  P. Wintour, “Iran hints at ship swap with UK amid de-escalation efforts”, The Guardian, 24 Jul, 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2JQVty5.  
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with the aim of escorting oil tankers in the Gulf, assuming command and control of the 
operation, while the military ships of the participant countries would conduct escort 
operations (the Reagan administration, during the Iran-Iraq war, had conducted Operation 
Earnest Will). However, military experts have raised doubts about its feasibility, as well as 
the possible consequences, while the "oil tankers war" of various nationalities continues16. 

On July 8th, Iran declared that Europe has 60 days to save the agreement, 
meanwhile it will continue to exceed the parameters set by the JCPOA 17: September 6th 
is the next deadline. 

On July 18th, Washington decided to send 500 troops to the Prince Sultan airbase in 
Saudi Arabia to counter the threat posed by Iran18, even if the Congress has not yet 
received notification of troop movement: in May the USS Abraham Lincoln, some B-52 
bombers and a Patriot antimissile battery had already been sent to the area. 

On July 22nd, it was reported19 that 17 people accused of spying on behalf of the 
Central Intelligence Agency 20 had been arrested and condemned to death sentence in 
Iran: Washington promptly denied any involvement. 

On July 28th, an extraordinary meeting of the Joint Commission of the joint action 
plan, JCPOA, was held in Vienna, bringing together the E3+2 (China, France, Germany, 
Russia, United Kingdom) and Iran21. It was reaffirmed the intention to preserve the 
agreement and to continue the discussions.  

The Iranian news agency ISNA leaked that it is planned to restart the activities of the 
heavy water Arak’ reactor (used to produce plutonium), but Iran would renounce in case of 
new negotiations: Tehran made clear that these are reversible steps since the dialogue is 
not closed22, not even towards Riyhad. Iran's decision to restart the Arak reactor is part of 
its maximum pressure push back strategy. 

President Rouhani has stated that Iran is willing to undertake fair, honest and fair 
negotiations23, but that does not mean a surrender. Foreign Minister Mohammad Zarif, in 
several interviews released in New York in July, made clear that the Iranian condition to 
resume nuclear negotiations is the end of US sanctions. Ayatollah Khamenei’ military 
consultant, Hossein Dehghan, an IRGC high commander, has declared instead that no 
negotiation is possible with Washington24 under any circumstances. 

Tehran is increasing pressure on the EU, Russia and China - the remaining parts of 
the JCPOA - to find ways to ensure the continuation of the agreement, but it is a factor of 
negotiating pressure also towards the United States, thus indicating that the policy of 
maximum pressure has costs and implications for the entire international community. 
                                                           
16  BBC News, “Iran sizes another foreign tanker in the Gulf”, August 5th, 2019; https://bbc.in/2wEi4GY.  
17  CBC, “Iran breaches key uranium enrichment limit in nuclear deal, UN watchdog confirms”, July 8, 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2K8mhKb.  
18  D. S. Correl, “The US is reportedly preparing to send 500 troops to Saudi Arabia amid friction with Iran”, Business 

Insider, 18 July 2019; https://bit.ly/2Kj6U0F.  
19  France24, “Réseau de la CIA" démantelé en Iran : 17 arrestations, des peines de mort prononcées”, 22/07/2019, 

https://bit.ly/2O9KOmn.  
20  International Crisis Group, Iran Briefing Note#6, 25 July 2019; www.crisisgroup.org.  
21  EU External Action, “Chair's statement following the 28 July 2019 meeting of the Joint Commission of the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action”, 28/07/2019; https://bit.ly/2OmqmPa.  
22  Al Jazeera, “Iran threatens to reduce nuclear deal commitments further”, 31 July 2019; https://bit.ly/2YCKIaI.  
23  Reuters, “Iran is ready to negotiate but not if negotiations mean surrender: Iran president”, July 24, 2019; 

https://reut.rs/2Y5k3UE.   
24  Reuters, “Top Khamenei aide says no talks with U.S. under any circumstances”, July 24, 2019; 

https://reut.rs/2SEbcmI.  
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Iran shows that it can impose costs on both Washington and its allies, and the failure 
of any policy that aims to corner or to persuade it to negotiate under pressure. The White 
House, on the other hand, is convinced of the reverse process: the pressure on Tehran will 
lead Iran to re-negotiate the agreement. 

The immediate effects of Washington's maximum pressure are the serious 
consequences on the economy25 and the weakening of President Rouhani26. Since 2017, 
Washington has included some 1,000 Iranian or Tehran-related entities subject to 
sanctions in the "black list", thus affecting 80% of the country's economic sectors. The re-
imposition of US sanctions on Iran has already had significant costs for the country: 
depreciation of the national currency by 70%, bringing inflation to 37%, increasing the 
prices of food and medicines by 40 and 60%, removing most foreign investors and 
complicating international transactions. The International Monetary Fund, IMF, forecasts a 
6% contraction of the Iranian economy throughout 2019. Many basic raw materials are 
scarce and the rationing lines, that became familiar to the Iranians in the eight years’ war 
with Iraq, is the routine. Right now, the most visible effects are a - necessary for survival - 
reduction of support to Teheran’ proxies: Hezbollah and Syrian President Bashar al Assad. 

President Rouhani is increasingly in trouble, he must face the most conservative wing 
of the regime indeed - in recent years Ayatollah Khamenei had advised him against taking 
the negotiation path with the US. Despite this, there are currently no clear signs that 
Tehran is approaching capitulation or that regime change is likely. 

Washington's statements are adamantine with respect to not pursuing a regime 
change, but the orientation of the National Security Advisor, John Bolton27 could go the 
opposite way given the sanctions imposed on the Foreign Minister Zarif28. However, on 
July 31st Bolton announced that the United States will renew the exemptions from the 
sanctions for Iran's nuclear programs that allow Russia, China and European countries to 
continue their civil nuclear cooperation with Tehran29 for further 90 days. 

Iran has been a pillar of global energy markets for a century: the only previous 
interruption in Iranian oil supply was a British embargo in 1951-53. That block ended with a 
US intervention that helped to blow up a problematic Iranian leadership. At that time, this 
seemed a victory for Washington; in the long term, US intervention to overthrow nationalist 
Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadeq turned out to be counterproductive for both 
American and Iranian interests. 

The Islamic Republic does not have a Mossadeq, but its current leaders have few 
good options for breaking the US siege. There is some debate within the establishment 
about how to handle American’ posture but, for now, there is willingness to negotiate.          
The Iranian revolutionary system has survived for forty years during different crises with a 
combined formula of control of public opinion, smuggling to evade sanctions and tactical 
cooperation with other world powers that could allow the regime to survive unscathed. 

                                                           
25  S. Maloney, “As Trump moves to cut off Iran’s oil revenues, what’s his endgame?”, Brookings Institution, April 22, 

2019; https://brook.gs/2Gn3712.  
26  E. Geranmayeh, “How Europe Can Save What’s Left of the Iran Nuclear Deal”, Foreign Policy, 12 July 2019;  

https://bit.ly/2XJUeEL.  
27  E. Geranmayeh, E. Batmanghelidj, “Bankless task: can Europe stay connected to Iran?”, ECFR, 10th October, 2018; 

https://bit.ly/2ywrlRF.  
28  Al Jazeera, “US imposes sanctions on Iranian Foreign Minister Zarif”, August 1, 2019; https://bit.ly/2GCT7AI.  
29  Reuters, “U.S. will extend sanctions waivers for Iran nuclear programs: Bolton”, 31 July 2019; https://reut.rs/2yrw1IT.  
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The sanctions inflict a heavy cost on the society, worsening the pre-existing 
distortions of corruption and mismanagement that plague Iran. The American pressure 
surely will exacerbate a wave of internal discontent, the true vulnerability of the Islamic 
Republic. The open American antagonism provides Tehran with a justification for 
intensifying control and repression and diverting responsibility for the country' problems. 
For the troubled Iran’ leadership, survival equals success, while the White House could 
aim at Iran’ implosion until a regime change happens. In the short term, both Washington 
and Tehran could establish a balance that allows both parties to claim a certain degree of 
victory. It is not a stable equilibrium, and with impulsive leaders engaged in a series of 
clashes although not lethal but progressive, the American-Iranian impasse will persist.  
The real turning point of relations between the two countries are three appointments: in 
2020 the parliamentary elections in Iran, the presidential elections in the United States and 
in 2021 the presidential elections in Iran. 

As Sun Tzu had already suggested, "to the encircled enemy leave an escape route, 
do not press an enemy to the throes"30. Furthermore, the events between the two World 
Wars suggest that humiliating the other party - in that case Germany - is never a good 
idea. President Rouhani is a moderate in the current Iranian landscape, who firmly 
believed in the agreement together with his Foreign Minister Zarif, so now he seems to be 
the best possible ally for the West. Tehran could resist to the end, imposing enormous 
sacrifices on the population, but relies on the "rally around the flag" effect, which, 
ultimately, made it last for forty years against everyone. 

General Alireza Tangsiri, IRGC Navy’ commander, recalled the energy security 
formula that Tehran has observed over the past 30 years, warning that if Iran is prevented 
from exporting oil, its neighbors will face similar obstacles (the importers of China, India, 
Turkey, Singapore and South Korea will be in trouble31). Tehran has a variety of effective 
tools - from undersea mines to cyberwarfare terrorist proxies - to deal with this threat. 

In this challenge, US allies are Saudi Arabia and Israel - which recently conducted a 
test of the new Arrow-3 missile for defensive purposes; the UAE is in favor of a more 
negotiating position32, after withdrawing its troops from Yemen; Oman maintains good 
relations by proposing itself as a mediator and Russia has announced joint maritime 
exercises with Tehran. This crisis has disruptive economic effects in Italy: since the signing 
of the agreement in 2015, 45% of EU investments in Iran were Italian and Tehran had 
become Rome's third largest oil supplier; since November 2018, crude oil imports have 
fallen to zero and Italian exports have fallen by 60%. 

 

                                                           
30  Sun Tzu, “L’arte della Guerra”, Cap. 7, p. 34 e 35. 
31  S. Maloney, “Trump tightens the screws on Iran’s oil”, Brookings Institution, June 29, 2018; https://brook.gs/2KF5IGX.  
32  AP, “UAE and Iran Hold Rare Talks in Tehran on Maritime Security”, New York Times, July 31, 2019; 
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Political and security developments in Somalia 

 

Security progress in Somalia came to a standstill in July, when Al Shabaab managed 
to carry out three attacks of great political and media impact. On 13 July, the armed 
movement targeted a hotel in Kisimaio where a meeting of candidates for future regional 
elections was underway. On 22 July, it was the turn of a car bomb in Mogadishu, followed 
by another attack at the heart of the institutions two days later. The operation by which a 
suicide bomber struck the office of the mayor of Mogadishu on 24 July was probably 
aimed at striking the new United Nations representative, the American James Swan, but it 
succeeded in bringing about the death of the first citizen of the capital1. 

The escalation of violence has brought the issue of the withdrawal of AMISOM, 
theoretically scheduled for the end of 2020, back into the limelight. In May, the Security 
Council voted to extend the mandate of the mission for a further twelve months, at the 
same time sanctioning a reduction of one thousand units. This measure was not 
unanimously shared: if Western Countries were pushing for the reduction of the contingent 
and the associated financial burden, the countries of the African Union supported by the 
United Nations secretariat, hoped for the maintenance of existing numbers, so as to 
remedy the delays in the formation of the Somali army2. The decision to evacuate a 
thousand Burundian soldiers was, however, the result of a compromise with the reality on 
the ground. Theoretically, the plan to transfer 12 military bases to the Somali armed forces 
by the end of 2019 should have resulted in a reduction of up to two thousand personnel. 
This would have allowed the mission to be decommissioned on time, but would have 
entailed excessive risks of repercussions on the civilian population3. 

Al Shabaab's operations are partly the result of the disengagement of international 
partners from Somalia. The planned reduction of AMISOM goes hand in hand with the 
early end of the UAE's military cooperation programme, with the inevitable consequences 
in terms of opening up new gaps in the security system. Britain's decision to create a new 
training base for Somali armed forces in Baidoa partially fills the void in the central regions 
of the country, where the Islamist insurgency has managed to regain ground in recent 
months.4 However, reading the Mogadishu and Kismaio attacks solely on the basis of 
AMISOM's diminished military projection capacity might be reductive. The attack on the 
mayor's office on 24 July represents a clear advance in the logistical capacity of the armed 
movement, since it took place in an area under close surveillance. It is therefore difficult to 
think that such an operation could have taken place without some form of complicity from 
within the establishment.  

 

                                                           
1  TPI, 1 August 2019. See: https://www.tpi.it/2019/08/01/somalia-sindaco-mogadiscio-morto/ 
2  Letter dated 10 May 2019 from the Secretary-General addressed to the President of the Security Council, 

S/2019/388. 
3  Letter dated 10 May 2019 from the Secretary-General addressed to the President of the Security Council, 

S/2019/388, p. 14. 
4  https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-opens-new-training-centre-for-the-somali-national-army-in-baidoa--2 
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What emerged at the end of July from an investigation by the New York Times is 
paradigmatic of the fragility of the government/terrorism divide. The American newspaper 
has overshadowed the hypothesis of a Qatari involvement in the attack that had hit the 
commercial capital of Puntland, Bosasso, in May, initially attributed to the local cell of 
ISIS5. An audio recording between a Somali entrepreneur linked to the Emir Al Thani and 
the ambassador of Qatar in Mogadishu would lead the explosion back to filo-Qatar 
elements determined to push DP World out of the area6. Although Doha and Mogadishu 
have bluntly denied it, the hypothesis could attest to the fact that the galaxy of the armed 
insurrection in Somalia can occasionally play the role of a front man to cover logic and 
interests of various kinds, which cannot always be traced back to the dichotomy between 
institutional and terrorist actors. 
 

The internal political situation 

One of the reasons for the surge in attacks could be the approaching of the 2020 and 
2021 electoral deadlines for the renewal of regional and national offices respectively.        
The Al Shabaab, on the other hand, has every interest in delegitimising the vote through 
demonstrations of force aimed at imposing abstention in the districts under its control, in a 
manner not dissimilar to what happened in the 2017 presidential elections. This is the 
background to the assassination of one of the elders in charge of the Jubbaland Regional 
Electoral Commission and the threat of retaliation against those who take part in the 
electoral process7. 

The renewal of regional institutions is causing renewed tensions between the various 
levels of administration. The first part of 2019 saw a gradual improvement in the relations 
between Mogadishu and its regional partners after the impasse that had marked much of 
2018. In January, senior members of the federal government attended the investiture 
ceremony of the new president of Puntland, Said Abdullahi Deni, who promoted a policy of 
reconciliation. A clarification had also materialized in the relationship with Jubbaland, with 
which all interactions were interrupted after the conflict in the summer of 2018 on the 
appointment of the heads of regional armed forces in the south8. In March Prime Minister 
Khaire visited Chisimaio to mark a first rapprochement, reciprocated by regional president 
Ahmed Madobe a few weeks later. The favourable climate had made it possible to reach 
an important agreement on the distribution of (potential) oil revenues, triggering a 
parliamentary procedure which should soon lead to the allocation of the first concessions9. 
However, controversies over the organisation of regional elections brought the clock back 
to its 2018 lows.  

                                                           
5  Al Jazeera, 23 July 2019. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/07/qatar-somalia-deny-nyt-bombing-news-report-
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6  The New York Times, 22 July 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/22/world/africa/somalia-qatar-uae.html 
7  All Africa, 2 August 2019. https://allafrica.com/stories/201908020332.html 
8  Report of the Secretary-General on Somalia (S/2018/800). https://reliefweb.int/report/somalia/report-secretary-

general-somalia-s2018800 
9  Reuters, 20 May 2019. https://www.reuters.com/article/somalia-oil/somalia-passes-petroleum-law-paving-way-for-

exploration-idUSL5N22W3RR. The state-regional agreement states that Mogadishu is entitled to retain 55% of its 
offshore revenues and 30% of its onshore profits, leaving the remaining shares to the administrative units directly 
affected by the operations. GoobJoog News, 12 May 2019. https://goobjoog.com/english/member-states-to-get-45-in-
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The most problematic situation is in Jubbaland, of which the outgoing president 
Ahmed Madobe is the undisputed leader since 2013. The militia of the strong man of 
southern Somalia - composed largely of ex-combatants from the Ras Kamboni group - had 
contributed to the conquest of Kismaio together with the armed forces of Kenya. Since 
then, Madobe has actively collaborated with Nairobi in the management of the common 
border. The privileged relations with his neighbour have earned the President of Jubbaland 
continued support both militarily and politically, as confirmed by his recent re-investment 
by the Ogaden clans in the Kenyan county of Garissa10. Madobe undertook an 
authoritarian turn in recent months to limit the risks of electoral competition, intimidating 
local journalists and unilaterally forming a committee of elders to coordinate the voting 
process11. The president in charge has not given in to the criticism of the federal 
government, which in turn presses for a change of guard in the region, communicating the 
suspension of all cooperation with Mogadishu until the end of counting operations12.        
The reconfirmation of Ahmed Madobe in the August consultations, however, is not a 
foregone conclusion. Federal President Farmajo has lobbied to prevent members of his 
clan - the Marehan - from competing for the presidential office, reserving the competition 
for the Ogaden only13. Madobe, on the other hand, will have to face another important 
candidate, the former spokesman of the Jubbaland Abdinasir Seraar. Seraar commands a 
militia of about a thousand units, thanks to which he was able to break the ban imposed by 
Madobe on electoral propaganda in Chisimaio14. 

In Galmudug, new elections for the renewal of local institutions were supposed to 
take place in July 2019, but there is controversy between Mogadishu and Dhusamareb 
over the date of the vote. Regional president Ahmed Duale did not consider the mandate 
to be exhausted, arguing that its starting point was the agreement for division of powers 
signed with Ahlu Sunna in 201715. Tensions reached a breaking point at the end of May 
when Ahmed Duale announced the temporary suspension of relations with Mogadishu, 
then reassembled at the end of June following the visit of Prime Minister Khaire to 
Dhusamareb16. The situation is complicated by the delicate balance between the regional 
administration and Ahlu Sunna, which has a strong militia in the area. 
 

The international dimension 

The first half of 2019 was also characterised by tensions between the federal 
government and some of its main international partners. The decision by Federal 
President Farmajo to expel the United Nations Special Representative in Somalia - the 
                                                           
10  Citizen TV, 8 february 2019. https://citizentv.co.ke/news/garissa-elders-endorse-re-election-of-jubaland-president-

ahmed-madobe-230626/ 
11  Horn Globe, 24 May 2019, https://hornglobe.com/somalia-jubbaland-security-forces-briefly-detain-tv-journalist-over-

interview-of-victims-family/ 
12  The East African, 27 July 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Somali-farmaajo-islam-madobe-lock-

horns-jubbaland-august-polls/4552908-5212462-e7qlwi/index.html 
13  Daily Nation, 31 July 2019, https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-

Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html 
14  Daily Nation, 31 July 2019, https://www.nation.co.ke/news/africa/Plot-to-end-Kenya-ally-Madobe-hold-on-

Jubbaland/1066-5217342-cyd688/index.html 
15  United Nations Security Council, Report S/2019/393 of the Segretary General on Somalia, 15 May 2019, p. 2. 
16  All Africa, 27 June 2019. https://allafrica.com/stories/201906280152.html ; Goobjoog news, 24 June 2019. 

https://goobjoog.com/english/president-haaf-accepts-regional-election-says-galmudug-and-ahlu-sunnah-agreement-
is-broken/ 
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British citizen Nicholas Haysom - cooled relations with the United Nations apparatus and 
with Great Britain, the main sponsor of security sector reform. Mogadishu deemed the 
claims of the UN representative to interfere in internal political affairs inacceptable: 
Haysom had been declared persona non grata following a statement that condemned 
violence in the state of South West, where demonstrators in favor of former Al Shabaab 
commander Mukhtar Robow were protesting for his exclusion from the electoral 
competition. Somali foreign minister Ahmed Isse Awad described Haysom's behaviour as 
a violation of diplomatic rules and an attack on Somalia's sovereignty. Since then, 
Mogadishu resisted all pressure from New York to reverse the decision.17 President 
Farmajo's renounce to the dual US citizenship after the attack on the mayor of Mogadishu 
could still mark a partial departure from the Washington-London axis18. The federal 
government also continues to have substantial support from Qatar. Doha donated a batch 
of armoured vehicles to Mogadishu at the beginning of the year to fill the gap left by the 
end of the UAE's military cooperation programme19. In addition, the emirate has given new 
impetus to the financial assistance programme with the start of road rehabilitation projects 
in the Mogadishu area, in cooperation with Turkey20.  

On a regional level, the peace between Ethiopia and Eritrea has undoubtedly 
contributed to strengthening the bargaining position of the federal government21. 
Mogadishu is no longer the arena of a proxy war between Addis Ababa and Asmara, but a 
recognized partner of the new diplomatic axis of the Horn of Africa. The regional strategy 
of Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed includes close cooperation with internationally 
recognised centres of power at the periphery - Asmara and Mogadishu - and the 
downsizing of the informal diplomatic networks connecting Addis Ababa with the various 
Somali regional authorities. This is the case of Somaliland, historical ally of Addis Ababa in 
the containment of Somali irredentism. The statement made by the Ethiopian Prime 
Minister on the respect of Somalia's territorial integrity appeared to be a departure from the 
recognition of Hargeisa's de-facto independence22. The fall of the TPLF in Ethiopia has 
also indirectly weakened the grip on Jubbaland by Ahmed Madobe, for a long time 
beneficiary of the regional security system gravitating around the former president of the 
Somali region - now under arrest - and the Tigrayan Chief of Staff. The reshaping of 
alliances between local actors in Galmudug may also be a partial consequence of the new 
Ethiopian cross-border policy. 

Relations between Somalia and Kenya, on the other hand, remain precarious. 
Nairobi's divide and rule policy did not improve the dialogue with the federal administration,  

                                                           
17  BBC, 2 January 2019. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-46734994 
18  https://www.voanews.com/africa/somalias-president-gives-us-citizenship-unclear-why 
19  Reuters, 17 January 2019. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-qatar-somalia-defence/qatar-gives-somalia-armored-

vehicles-idUSKCN1PB186 
20  MenaFN, 18 February 2019. https://menafn.com/1098138981/Qatar-Starts-200-Million-Dollar-Road-Projects-in-

Somalia-as-UAE-Fails-Somaliland 
21  Al Jazeera, 6 April 2019. https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/political-integration-horn-africa-

190321132102306.html 
22  Somaliland Standard, 19 November 2018. http://somalilandstandard.com/ethiopian-somaliland-relationship-in-the-

era-of-pm-abiy-ahmed-and-president-muse-bihi/ 
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which in turn has accelerated the pace on the territorial dispute in the Indian Ocean to put 
pressure on the neighbor. The two governments maintain divergent perspectives on the 
political future of Jubbaland, where Kenya pushes for the reconfirmation of Madobe23. 
Tensions are also concentrated on the diplomatic status of Somaliland, with which Nairobi 
maintains a direct dialogue24. The marginal role of President Uhuru Kenyatta in the 
regional tripartite directorate between Farmajo, Abiy Ahmed and Isaias Afewerki has 
however provided Mogadishu with the diplomatic inertia to reaffirm its positions in the 
bilateral relationship. At the end of July, the Ethiopian armed forces occupied some military 
outposts apparently evacuated by the Kenyan armed forces at Kisimaio, rebalancing the 
balance of power on the ground in favour of the federal government25. Farmajo has also 
accelerated the dialogue with international investors on oil exploitation in the disputed 
maritime area. The organization of a meeting in London in February to discuss the 
potential of the Somali oil market has rekindled the verbal clash between the two 
countries: Kenya accused its neighbour of "illegal hoarding of Kenya's resources, 
equivalent to an act of aggression" and recalled the ambassador26. The Somali 
government does not seem willing to take steps towards reconciliation, however, as 
suggested by the publication of a report by the Lower House on the damage done by the 
Kenyan armed forces to telecommunications infrastructure in southern Somalia. According 
to the estimates, the Kenyan army destroyed or removed material worth a total of about 
2.5 million dollars during its six-year stay in the south of the country27.  

The diplomatic assertiveness of Mogadishu also emerged with respect to the recent 
attempts by Somaliland to advance its quest for international recognition. The federal 
government has openly criticised Kenya for welcoming Hargheisa's foreign affairs officer. 
Even stronger was the reaction to the reception given by the government of Giunea to the 
President of Somaliland, Bihi, who was received with every honours. In this case, 
President Farmajo did not hesitate to announce the breakdown of bilateral relations, as a 
sign of the unwillingness to compromise on the territorial integrity of Somalia28. 
 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The process of institution-building in Somalia continues to be affected by a number of 
domestic and international factors. The clashes between the Federal President and 
regional authorities over the organisation of the elections show that Somali political actors 
have not yet found a compromise on the legitimate degree of interference by the central 
government in local affairs. However, the re-composition of state-regional relations is 
essential to give new impetus to the government agenda. This applies to the prospects for 
oil exploration in the country, on which the Presidents of Jubbaland and Puntland have 

                                                           
23  Garowe online, 17 february 2019. https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/world/africa/how-jubbaland-leadership-led-

to-the-somalia-kenya-diplomatic-crisis 
24  Crisis Group, Somalia-Somaliland: the Peril of Delaying New Talks, Report 280, 12 July 2019, p. 6. 
25  Stratfor, Situation Report, 30 July 2019. https://worldview.stratfor.com/situation-report/somalia-ethiopian-forces-take-

control-positions-kismayo-after-kenyan-troops 
26  The East African, 9 June 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/ea/Somalia-puts-contested-oil-block-territory-

up-for-auction/4552908-5149860-a2mv48z/index.html 
27  GoobJoog news, 27 April 2019. https://goobjoog.com/english/kenyan-forces-destroyed-telco-equipment-in-somalia-

worth-2-5m-since-2012-parliamentary-report/ 
28  Crisis Group, Somalia-Somaliland: the Peril of Delaying New Talks, Report 280, 12 July 2019, p. 6. 
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recently expressed their reservations29, and to the security sector reform as well. 
Mogadishu also needs the cooperation of political actors in the hinterland to manage the 
humanitarian assistance network in the face of the famine that is affecting central and 
southern Somalia, where about 2.2 million people are in a state of severe malnutrition30. 
Disagreements between Somalia's international partners do not facilitate internal dialogue. 
The diversity of views in the Security Council fuels uncertainty about the future of AMISOM 
and its ability to manage an orderly withdrawal.  

                                                           
29  Goobjoog news, 8 May 2019. https://goobjoog.com/english/debate-on-petroleum-bill-commences-as-fms-leaders-

demand-review/ 
30  Somalia 2019: Drought Impact Response Plan, June-December 2019. See: 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%202019%20DIRP.pdf 
 

https://goobjoog.com/english/debate-on-petroleum-bill-commences-as-fms-leaders-demand-review/
https://goobjoog.com/english/debate-on-petroleum-bill-commences-as-fms-leaders-demand-review/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%202019%20DIRP.pdf


Russia, Central Asia and the Caucasus 
Alessio Stilo 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 46 

Russian-Georgian relations and the new wave of tension 

 

The tension between Russia and Georgia has come back after Sergey Gavrilov, a 
Russian parliamentarian, presided over the 20th Interparliamentary Assembly on 
Orthodoxy (Tbilisi, 19-23 June 2019), the transnational institution founded in 1994 ( based 
in Athens) to coordinate on a permanent basis the communication and information 
activities of Member State parliamentarians, in order to “promote spiritual values through 
democratic institutions” and “unite Orthodox Christians in diversity by circumventing 
national prejudices linked to national identity or party identity”1. Gavrilov, a practicing 
Orthodox Christian, a member of the Duma since 2007 (Kommunističeskaja partija 
Rossijskoj Federacii, Communist Party), and current president of the Interparliamentary 
Assembly on Orthodoxy, was charged with inaugurating the work of the Assembly and, for 
this reason, he has temporarily occupied the seat reserved for the President of the 
Georgian Parliament2.  

The event sparked a wave of protests, first by several parliamentarians from the main 
parties opposing the majority movement in the Georgian parliament, Georgian Dream-
Democratic Georgia. These opposition parties accused Georgian Dream founder and 
leader, Boris “Bidzina” Ivanishvili, of selling out to Moscow by inviting the 
Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy to hold its annual meeting in Tbilisi3. Secondly, 
thousands of protesters caused unrest in the Georgian capital, forcing the police to use 
tear gas and rubber bullets to prevent the crowd from breaking into parliament buildings. 
The outcome of the clashes, according to the Georgian Minister of Health, was 240 
wounded, including 80 members of the police force4. 

Immediately, the Russian and Georgian executives respectively accused the 
counterpart of instigating the riot. The Georgian President, Salomé Zourabichvili, called 
Russia an “enemy and occupier”, whose “fifth column” would have triggered violent 
protests. Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev judged Zourabichvili's claims as 
“distortion of reality”5.  

The scale of the events had political repercussions, since the protesters demanded 
and obtained the resignation of the President of the Georgian Parliament, Irakli 
Kobakhidze, and also called for the dismissal of the Interior Minister and the holding of 
early parliamentary elections. For its part, Moscow accused Tbilisi of having orchestrated 
“an anti-Russian provocation”, as stated by the Kremlin spokesman, Dmitry Peskov. 
Gavrilov himself, during a press conference on his return to Moscow, said he believed the 
                                                           
1  “Declaration”, Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy, Athens, 29/06/2013, p. 11, cit. (eiao.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/03/Declaration_Body.pdf).  
2  “Who is the Russian Orthodox communist who provoked protests in Tbilisi?”, Jam News, 21/06/2019 (https://jam-

news.net/who-is-the-russian-orthodox-communist-who-provoked-protests-in-tbilisi/).  
3  Giorgi Lomsadze, “Protests erupt in Georgia over Russian MP’s visit”, EurasiaNet, 20/06/2019 

(https://eurasianet.org/protests-erupt-in-georgia-over-russian-mps-visit).  
4  Giorgi Lomsadze, “Violent crackdown throws Georgian ruling party’s survival into question”, EurasiaNet, 21/06/2019 

(https://eurasianet.org/violent-crackdown-throws-georgian-ruling-partys-survival-into-question).  
5  Margarita Antidze, Andrew Osborn, “Georgia and Russia trade blame over unrest as crisis brews”, Reuters, 

21/06/2019 (https://www.reuters.com/article/us-georgia-protests/georgia-and-russia-trade-blame-over-unrest-as-
crisis-brews-idUSKCN1TM0O0).  
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protests were planned following a “deliberate provocation by radicals forces, aimed at 
hindering efforts to strengthen relations between the Russian and Georgian peoples”6.          
On the same day (June 21), Russian President Vladimir Putin ordered the temporary ban 
of civilian flights from Russia to Georgia starting July 8th, also recommending Russian 
travel agencies to suspend tourist tours on Georgian soil7. Nonetheless, a few days later 
the Georgian President Zourabichvili tried to tone down the situation, after inviting Russian 
tourists to continue to visit Geogia8. This decision is likely to have a negative impact on 
Tbilisi, considering that last year – according to data provided by the President of the 
Duma, Vyacheslav Volodin – 2 million Russian tourists visited Georgia (a country of 3.7 
million inhabitants), helping to bring in the Georgian state coffers over $ 3.5 billion (about 
10% of national GDP)9. On 22 June the Russian Ministry of Transport also announced the 
suspension – starting July 8 – of Georgian Airways and MyWay Airlines flights on the 
Russian territory, citing as a reason “the need to guarantee a sufficient level of air safety, 
as well as the outstanding debts (of the Georgian companies vis-à-vis the Russian State 
ATM Corporation) for air navigation activities”10.  

The persistence of demonstrations near the Georgian parliament during the days 
following June 21 led the Tbilisi authorities to comply with some of the protesters' 
demands. As a matter of fact, on June 24, the Public Prosecutor's Office began 
investigating an alleged excessive use of force by some police officers, suspending some 
of them who were involved in the investigation. The political result was the proposal by the 
president of the ruling party Georgian Dream, Bidzina Ivanishvili, to organize parliamentary 
elections in 2020 using a purely proportional voting system. The current system, a 
combination of proportional and majority, had allowed the Georgian Dream movement to 
secure more than 75% of parliamentary seats in the last elections, although it obtained 
48% of the votes. 

The anti-Russian and anti-Putin declaration of a presenter of the Georgian (pro-
opposition) television channel Rustavi 2, Giorgi Gabunia, contributed to exacerbating the 
dialectical confrontation between Moscow and Tbilisi; it was immediately condemned 
harshly by all the institutional leaders, although it rekindled the Russian reactions11.         
On July 9, the day after the ban on air communications between the two countries came 
into force (the Georgian currency, lari, slipped to its historic low against the dollar, losing 
7.3% of its value since the beginning of 2019), the Russian Duma unanimously adopted a 
resolution urging the government to impose severe economic sanctions on Georgia due to 
what were called “hostile actions” of Tbilisi against Moscow. 

                                                           
6  “‘Deliberate provocation’: MP slams Tbilisi unrest as ploy to undermine ties with Russia”, TASS, 21/06/2019, cit. 

(https://tass.com/politics/1064977).  
7  “Putin orders suspension of passenger flights from Russia to Georgia”, Reuters, 21/06/2019 

(https://www.reuters.com/article/us-georgia-protests-russia-flights/putin-orders-suspension-of-passenger-flights-from-
russia-to-georgia-idUSKCN1TM2HR).  

8  “Russian tourists should continue to come to Georgia - President of Georgia”, TASS, 23/06/2019 
(https://tass.com/world/1065142).  

9  “Georgia must ensure security for Russian nationals - lower house speaker”, TASS, 22/06/2019 
(https://tass.com/politics/1065114).  

10  “Flights of Georgian airlines to Russia to be suspended from July 8 - Transport Ministry”, TASS, 22/06/2019 
(https://tass.com/economy/1065119).  

11  Giorgi Lomsadze, “TV host’s profane anti-Putin diatribe vexes both Georgians and Russians”, EurasiaNet, 
08/07/2019 (https://eurasianet.org/tv-hosts-profane-anti-putin-diatribe-vexes-both-georgians-and-russians).  
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Specifically, according to what Volodin claimed, the Duma supported the prohibition 
of importing Georgian wine and mineral water and the blocking of financial remittances 
(641 million dollars in 2018, according to Volodin) of Georgian citizens working in Russia12. 
However, the motion of the Duma was not supported by President Putin, who announced 
that he did not want to impose sanctions because the purpose is to repair, and not to 
worsen, relations with Georgia13.  

From the economic point of view, the blocking of air communications has resulted in 
the cancellation of 80% of Russian tourist bookings in the Georgian Black Sea resorts and 
60% in all of Georgia, according to the president of the Georgian Federation of 
Restaurateurs and Hoteliers. The Georgian National Tourism Administration estimates the 
losses (deriving from this lack of Russian tourist inflow14) at $ 710 million, a substantial 
figure, considering that tourism in Georgia accounts for 7% of GDP15. 

One of the guidelines of this context concerns the political-religious battle for the 
influence within the Georgian Orthodox Church, which is the main proponent of the annual 
meeting of the Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy held in Tbilisi and the sponsor 
of the invitation of the Russian parliamentarian Gavrilov. As a matter of fact, in November 
2017, Elia II, primate of the Georgian Orthodox autocephalous Church, announced the 
procedure for the election of his successor, after the same patriarch of Georgia died. 
According to Georgian expert Gocha Mirtskhulava, Moscow would support Shio Mujiri in 
his rise to the Georgian Patriarchate. Mujiri, an opponent of the recent autocephaly 
proclaimed in December 2018 by the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (perceived as anti-
Russian by the Kremlin and the Moscow Patriarchate), is considered as an advocate of 
greater links with Russian Orthodoxy, although almost the entire Georgian Orthodox 
hierarchy is considered pro-Russian16.  

From a general point of view, the events that have taken place have exacerbated the 
already existing disputes between Russia and Georgia, as well as a certain resentment 
present in a part of Georgian society regarding the sustainability of the approach of 
Georgian Dream movement and its leader Ivanishvili towards Russia, perceived as too 
accommodating after the tensions arising from the 2008 Russian-Georgian war. 

The war events of 2008 and the Russian recognition of the independence of 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia had determined the breaking of diplomatic relations between 
the two countries (2 September 2008). Since March 2009, Russian interests have been 
treated by Russian diplomats at the Swiss embassy in Tbilisi and, proportionally, Georgia 
has operated with its own diplomats at the Swiss representation in Moscow.  

                                                           
12  “Russian Parliament Calls for Sanctions on 'Unfriendly' Georgia”, The Moscow Times, 09/07/2019 

(https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/07/09/russian-parliament-urges-government-to-impose-tough-sanctions-on-
georgia-a66335).  

13  Andrew Osborn, Tom Balmforth, “Putin opposes Russian parliament call for Georgia sanctions”, Reuters, 09/07/2019 
(https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-georgia-russia-sanctions/russian-parliament-urges-government-to-impose-
sanctions-on-georgia-idUKKCN1U411P).  

14  “Russians cancel 80% of hotel bookings on Georgian coast”, TASS, 08/07/2019 
(https://tass.com/economy/1067458). 

15  Fraser Cameron, “Georgia’s European Economic Area ambitions”, Euractiv, 22/07/2019 
(https://www.euractiv.com/section/eastern-europe/opinion/georgias-european-economic-area-ambitions/).  

16  Giorgi Menabde, The Battle for Political Influence in the Georgian Orthodox Church, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, 
No. 101, Jamestown Foundation, 16/07/2019 (https://jamestown.org/program/the-battle-for-political-influence-in-the-
georgian-orthodox-church/).   
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Since then the situation had gradually improved. In November 2012, the then Georgian 
Prime Minister Bidzina Ivanishvili established the figure of the special envoy for relations 
with Russia, appointing the diplomat Zurab Abarshidze (former Georgian ambassador to 
Russia in the period 2000-2004).  

On December 14 of the same year, Abashidze's first meeting took place with Russian 
Deputy Foreign Minister Grigory Karasin, in a Geneva suburb: it inaugurated the 
resumption of direct dialogue between officials from the two countries. Further bilateral 
meetings took place in Prague, the last of which was held on 31 January 2018. On 9 
March 2018, Georgian Prime Minister Giorgi Kvirikashvili issued a statement claiming the 
Georgian readiness to normalize bilateral relations with Moscow. This announcement was 
welcomed by the Russian Foreign Ministry, who reiterated the Russian intention to 
“promote healthy relations with neighbouring Georgia”, as well as to be ready to make 
further progress when also Tbilisi was willing to do so17. 

In the context of recent Russian-Georgian tensions, the United States expressed its 
support for the Georgian position as an anti-Russian stance. Recently, the American 
ambassador in Tbilisi, Elizabeth Rood, defined Russia's suspension of flights to Georgia 
over June 20-21 events as “disproportionate”, calling on Moscow to restore the status quo 
ante18. At the same time, around 1500 American military units arrived in Georgia to carry 
out the seventh edition of the joint military exercises (Agile Spirit 2019, started on July 27), 
which at the beginning had a bilateral character but in recent years they have also involved 
troops from other states (12 this year, all NATO members except Ukraine). It is no 
coincidence that this year's exercises are the largest ever, in an apparent Western support 
for Georgia in the dispute with Moscow, as argued by some analysts19. Precisely as a 
result of the recent tensions with Russia, Georgia has used its European leverage to try to 
calm the regional situation, which was already complicated by the political implications 
arising from a dispute with neighbouring Azerbaijan due to an altercation occurred in the 
monastery complex of Davit Gareja, straddling the border between Azerbaijan and 
Georgia20. President Zurabishvili mentioned current disagreements with Moscow during 
the 16th Batumi International Conference dedicated to the tenth anniversary of the launch 
of the Eastern Partnership, established by the European Union in order to bring Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine and Belarus closer to Brussels’ orbit. Zurabishvili 
suggested that Brussels adopts an ad hoc path to begin the negotiations for the Georgian 
accession to the European Union, following an unconventional, pragmatic, non-institutional 
and non-political process21. 

                                                           
17  “Moscow hails Georgian PM’s intention to normalize relations with Russia”, TASS, 12/03/2018 

(https://tass.com/politics/993616/amp).  
18  “Georgia-Russia: ambasciatrice Usa Rood, Mosca ripristini collegamenti aerei con Tbilisi”, Agenzia Nova, 26/07/2019 

(https://www.agenzianova.com/a/0/2549216/2019-07-26/georgia-russia-ambasciatrice-usa-rood-mosca-ripristini-
collegamenti-aerei-con-tbilisi).  

19  By way of example, see: Joshua Kucera, “U.S. troops in Georgia amid tensions with Russia”, EurasiaNet, 29/07/2019 
(https://eurasianet.org/us-troops-in-georgia-amid-tensions-with-russia).  

20  Rahim Rahimov, Georgian-Azerbaijani Monastery Dispute and the Intersection of Local, National and International 
Drivers of Conflict, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, No. 109, Jamestown Foundation, 30/07/2019 
(https://jamestown.org/program/georgian-azerbaijani-monastery-dispute-and-the-intersection-of-local-national-and-
international-drivers-of-conflict/).  

21  Georgi Gotev, “Georgia suggests taking an unconventional path to EU accession”, Euractiv, 11/07/2019 
(https://www.euractiv.com/section/eastern-europe/news/georgia-suggest-taking-an-unconventional-path-to-eu-
accession/).  
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Overall, it is foreseeable that Russian-Georgian relations will not further deteriorate. 
Despite the fact that over the last few years the majority of the Georgian population has 
looked against Russia – to a large extent due to the 2008 war – part of the local elite 
understands that geographical proximity to the Russian Federation leads at least to 
maintain economic relations. Conversely, bilateral relations are unlikely to achieve 
complete normalization, mainly for geopolitical reasons. As a matter of fact, for Tbilisi any 
attempt to do so should imply the Russian cancellation of the recognition of the 
independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, a condition quite unlikely in the near future. 
As stated by Emil Avdaliani, from a strategic point of view Russia has already achieved its 
goals with Georgia: the creation of bases on Georgian soil (in the two separatist republics 
abovementioned) with the consequent possibility of preventing foreign troops from 
threatening the Federation from Georgian territory, and control over the neuralgic 
mountain passes North to South Caucasus. Tbilisi, for its part, seems to want to continue 
in the new course that provides for the gradual approach to the European Union and to the 
Western stance, while avoiding to officially position itself as an anti-Russian state22. 

 
Events 

 Kazakh Parliament approves the budget for the period 2019-2021 

The Parliament of Kazakhstan has approved the adoption of the national budget 2019-
2021, as well as the measures related to social and economic legislation proposed by 
the new President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev after his election. Among the latter there 
are laws on standardization, special economic and industrial areas, transport, 
naturalization, health care, circulation of drugs and medical devices, employment and 
amendments on housing relations23. As regards the part of the budget dedicated to 
public spending, the Parliament allocated 89.2 billion tenge ($ 232.19 million) for the 
implementation of the presidential decree on measures aimed at reducing the debt of 
Kazakh citizens, 138.6 billion tenge ($ 360.77 million) for measures to encourage 
employment and to support low incomes, large families and young people, and 72.2 
billion tenge ($ 187.93 million) to increase government funds, part of which will be used 
to face the consequences of the explosion in the city of Arys24. 
Among other measures, on July 17 the composition of the National Council of Public 
Trust was unveiled: it is a forum – chaired by the President of the Republic – of 44 
members, including activists and professionals from different sectors, such as human 
rights activist Aigul Orynbek, IT specialist Bagdat Musin, journalist Mikhail Dorofeev, 

                                                           
22  Emil Avdaliani, “What the Protests in Tbilisi Mean for Relations with Russia”, Georgia Today, 24/06/2019 

(http://georgiatoday.ge/news/16203/What-the-Protests-in-Tbilisi-Mean-for-Relations-with-Russia).  
23  Saltanat Boteu, “Kazakh Parliament adopts 2019-2021 national budget, plans to visit regions for population’s 

feedback”, The Astana Times, 9 July 2019 (https://astanatimes.com/2019/07/kazakh-parliament-adopts-2019-2021-
national-budget-plans-to-visit-regions-for-populations-feedback/).  

24  On June 24, the explosion and subsequent fire in an ammunition depot near the town of Arys, in the southern region 
of Turkestan, caused the evacuation of tens of thousands of local inhabitants and the proclamation of a state of 
emergency. As a result of this event, 85% of Arys' buildings were damaged. See: Almaz Kumenov, “Kazakhstan: 
Thousands evacuated following massive arms depot blast”, EurasiaNet, 24/06/2019 
(https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-thousands-evacuated-following-massive-arms-depot-blast); Dilshat Zhussupova, 
“Kazakhstan hopes to complete main restoration of Arys by August, says Prime Minister”, The Astana Times, 
19/07/2019 (https://astanatimes.com/2019/07/kazakhstan-hopes-to-complete-main-restoration-of-arys-by-august-
says-prime-minister/).  
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economist Oraz Zhandosov, and Danya Yespayeva, presidential candidate of the liberal 
party Ak Zhol (Ақ жол Демократиялық Партиясы)25.  
Another provision implemented by the Kazakh authorities is the appointment of a 
famous Kazakh television personality, Aruzhan Sain, as the new Ombudsman for 
children's rights, a particularly delicate role in a country characterized by high suicide 
rates among young adolescents26 and violence in schools27. This appointment was well 
received by the media circuit, considering that Aruzhan Sain has a good public 
reputation since in 2006 she created a charitable foundation that collects money for sick 
children going abroad to receive medical treatment: in over 13 years, her foundation has 
subsidized care for over 1750 children28. 
In addition to the new budget legislation, MEPs have begun working on other measures 
including an agreement on cooperation in the fight against cybercrimes between 
members of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), a Kazakhstan-Ukraine 
extradition treaty, amendments to the agreement between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 
on border crossing points, changes to the Convention on public access to information, 
and citizen participation in environmental decision-making29. 
All these measures adopted are part of a broader plan by the government to restore 
calm in some sectors of civil society that had demonstrated in the streets during the 
days preceding the presidential elections of June 930, and to bring citizens closer to 
certain stages of the decision-making process. This initiative has also produced the 
adoption by the Kazakh executive of an action plan – approved on July 23 – aimed at 
improving social well-being, increasing salaries and expanding communication between 
government and civil society31.   

 
 

                                                           
25  “Tokayev approves composition of National Council of Public Confidence”, New Europe, 18/07/2019 

(https://www.neweurope.eu/article/tokayev-approves-composition-of-national-council-of-public-confidence/).  
26  “Kazakhstan and Turkey show highest suicide rates among 15-19 y.o. youth”, Tengrinews.kz, 28/09/2014 

(https://en.tengrinews.kz/health/Kazakhstan-and-Turkey-show-highest-suicide-rates-among-15-19-256369/).  
27  Robin N. Haarr, Assessment of violence against children in schools, Office of the Commissioner for Human Rights in 

the Republic of Kazakhstan, UNICEF Office in Kazakhstan & Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Norway, Astana, January 
2013. 

28  Almaz Kumenov, “Kazakhstan: Children ombudsperson appointee sparks hope”, EurasiaNet, 19/07/2019 
(https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-children-ombudsperson-appointee-sparks-hope).  

29  Saltanat Boteu, “Kazakh Parliament adopts 2019-2021 national budget, plans to visit regions for population’s 
feedback”. 

30  Alessio Stilo, «L’espansione dell’influenza russa in Africa», in Centro Militare di Studi Strategici (a cura di), 
Osservatorio Strategico, Anno XXI, numero 1/2019, p. 48. 

31  Aidana Yergaliyeva, “Kazakh government adopts action plan to implement President’s directives on social welfare, 
wages and other key issues”, The Astana Times, 25/07/2019 (https://astanatimes.com/2019/07/kazakh-government-
adopts-action-plan-to-implement-presidents-directives-on-social-welfare-wages-and-other-key-issues/).  
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The Indian People's Party (Bharatiya Janata Party - BJP) wins 

elections: what can we expect from Narendra Modi’s second term  

 

The seventeenth Indian legislative elections confirmed the hegemony of the Bharatiya Janata 
Party on the national political system. Narendra Modi's nationalist party collected 37.5 percent of 
electoral preferences. An achievement that was even more impressive than the 31 percent 
registered in 2014. Thanks to this extraordinary support, the BJP is now in control of 303 
parliamentary seats (again, more than the 282 obtained after 2014 elections), and the party has 
been able to inaugurate his second term maintaining an absolute majority (272 seats).  

Adding the votes collected by the allies with which the BJP founded the National Democratic 
Alliance (NDA) in 1999, Modi can count on 353 seats and 45 percent of electoral preferences.  

The Congress Party and its supporting coalition also registered an increase in electoral 
preferences: the Gandhi family got 52 instead of 44 seats (19.5 percent of the votes), while the 
United Progressive Alliance (UPA) obtained 91 instead of 60 seats (26 percent of preferences).  

The real losers in these elections were the regional parties that choose not to join the Modi 
coalition: they bet on the idea of creating a winning alliance among themselves, but their posture 
did not convince Indian people. Even the Congress Party has lost much of its attractiveness. 
Indeed, the Party increased its support in Kerala and in Punjab, where the extra votes were not the 
result of a decrease in local support for Modi, rather of a shift towards the center of local electorate.  

To understand the priorities, the objectives, and the strategies of the second Modi 
government, it is necessary to reflect both on the reasons for an overwhelming electoral victory, 
which no analyst has been able to anticipate, and on the causes of the final collapse of the Gandhi 
dynasty.  

As for the Congress, the resignation at the beginning of July of Rahul Gandhi, the son of 
Sonia Gandhi, leader of the National Congress Party since December 2017, mark the end of an 
era, one in which for decades the highest positions of the Congress Party, which also had 
Mahatma Gandhi as its leader, were occupied by members of the Nehru-Gandhi family1.  

Rahul took advantage of the umpteenth electoral defeat to take a step back. He used social 
media to justify his resignation emphasizing the need to "assume his responsibilities" to guarantee 
a more stable and successful future for the party. Then, he flew to the United States with his 
mother Sonia and his sister Pryanka2. The Gandhis will therefore be abroad when the Congress 
Working Committee, the party’s body appointed to elect the commission that will then nominate the 
new leader, will convene. 

Making assumptions today about who could be appointed is very difficult. Potential 
candidates are many: from the Dalit leader, Sushil Kumar, to already famous politicians such as 
the former diplomat Shashi Tharoor, Ashok Gehlot and Anand Sharma, to younger leader such as 
Sachin Pilot and Jyotiraditya Scindia. It is certain that those who will be chosen to fill this position 
will have to face a very difficult task: to restructure a party that has lost its traditional unity of 
values, political and economic and social priorities, and also to convince Indian people that the 
Congress Party is still a political party able to express strong and efficient ideas, therefore able to 
confront the BJP. 
                                                           
1  It is important to remember that the whole Indian party system is based on dynasties. The most famous is the Gandhi 

one, mainly because the Congress Party has ruled India for decades, but several others regional parties continue to 
be run as family businesses. 

2  Nello Del Gatto, “India: Rahul esce di scena dopo la sconfitta, i Gandhi pure?”, Affari Internazionali, 16 July 2019, 
https://www.affarinternazionali.it/2019/07/india-rahul-gandhi/  
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While the Congress Party competed for its own survival, the BJP collected many votes for at 
least five reasons. First, the charisma of Narendra Modi, who run a campaign entirely focused on 
his personality and his ability to solve any kind of problem. His constant recourse to nationalism, 
especially in the months preceding the vote, when the BJP leader exploited the Pulwama attack in 
February 2019, in Kashmir, exclusively for electoral purposes, highlighting a muscular nationalism, 
which is not rational rather based on the rhetoric of power and propaganda3. A jihadist group 
based in Pakistan carried out the suicide attack that killed more than forty Indian soldiers in 
February. Modi decided to assume a very firm posture on this issue, ordering air raids on the 
Pakistani territory. Islamabad reacted by attacking two Indian jets, one Indian pilot was captured 
but, because of Modi’s pressures, immediately released. The sudden release of the pilot was 
portrayed by media as a factual and moral "victory" that helped the BJP leader to strengthen 
further his new image of strong man among his nationalist electorate and beyond. 

Modi has been so clever to invite the main regional parties into the National Democratic 
Alliance, aiming at avoiding them to create an alternative alliance and to form, together with the 
Congress Party, an anti-BJP block. Modi also tried to engage the problematic Eastern States by 
promising economic development. They trusted him, and in terms of votes, this investment proved 
to be very rewarding. Finally, Modi exploited the media even more and better than he already did in 
2014, dominating both social media and more traditional channels (print media, radio and 
television), and taking advantage of TV series and movies re-enacting his "success story". These 
series were produced just before the beginning of the electoral campaign and where used all along 
the campaign to further nurture the "myth" of Modi.  

A myth that, however, many scholars find hard to share. Christophe Jaffrelot, one of India's 
most reputable experts in Europe, is very critical in his analysis of the Indian political situation4. 

It is wrong to think that the current success of the BJP depends on the fact that Modi, in his 
first term, managed to keep all or at least some of the promises he made during his first electoral 
campaign. On the contrary, the biggest failure of Modi’s government has been the inability to solve 
the problem of youth unemployment. Statistics are so disappointing (the current unemployment 
rate, which exceeds 6 percent, is the highest in the last 40 years) that Modi completely avoided to 
refer to this topic during the electoral campaign. Foreign investments and exports rates are 
struggling to recover. On top of that, the negative effects on liquidity and the informal economy 
created by 2016 demonetization have not been completely overcome. Even in the countryside, the 
BJP has lost some of its previous appeal. The problem is that Modi recently decided to freeze the 
prices of agricultural products to favour the interests of urban population, which represent the hard 
core of his party's supporters. A choice that has created a widespread discontent that, in 2018 
elections, the BJP paid losing the control of key states such as Chhattisgarh and Madhya 
Pradesh5.  

It was probably also because of these difficulties that, even before the new electoral 
campaign started, Modi decided to concentrate on security and nationalism, trying to capitalize on 
a different image than the one of the “man capable of creating prosperity and well-being for the 
country” used in 2014, embracing the rhetoric of the “strong man” capable of protecting the nation 
in a region that is becoming more and more unstable and problematic. The way Modi handled the 
escalation of tensions with Pakistan is just one of many examples of this change in strategy and 

                                                           
3  Christophe Jaffrelot, “En Inde, comment remporter les élections avec un bilan désastreux », Le Monde Diplomatique, 

July 2019, pp. 10-11. 
4  Corinne Delroy, “L’Inde de Modi : national-populisme et démocratie ethnique”, Cogito, Le Magazine de la Recherche, 

Sciences Po, 6 July 2019, https://www.sciencespo.fr/research/cogito/home/linde-de-modi-national-populisme-et-
democratie-ethnique/  

5  Christophe Jaffrelot, op. cit. 
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approach. Another one is certainly the announcement of the intention to expel illegal migrants from 
Bangladesh currently living in India.  

Another false myth associated to Premier Modi is the one of being a leader “close to people”. 
In 2014, Modi received most of its electoral support from people belonging to the highest castes. 
They voted for Modi to protest against ten years of Congress Party rule in which a series of 
measures were implemented to increase lower classes and Muslims rights, especially in 
universities in terms of access to education and scholarships.   

Modi's rhetoric was therefore investing in two different directions: to lower casts Modi 
introduced himself as the “self-made man”, a man who could turn dreams into reality, and who 
would do its best to protect the interests of the Hindu population. To the rest of India, Modi 
appeared as the man committed to undermine the existing establishment embodied in the Nehru-
Gandhi dynasty, limiting the spreading of its values and its ideas. Thanks to this convincing 
narrative most of Indian people, belonging to the highest castes voted for Modi and the new 
Premier thanked them by co-opting a significant number of higher classes’ representatives in the 
Parliament: it was from the 1980s that the Indian Parliament did not count so many exponents of 
the most prestigious castes. 

Despite his formidable speaking skills, Modi continues to refuse to interact with the press 
directly and transparently. Throughout his first term of office, he never organized any press 
conferences, and during his second electoral campaign, he refused to confront his opponents in 
public debates. He released just a couple of interviews to some regional newspaper, often owned 
by businessmen very close to the government, responding to questions that had been previously 
anticipated to him6.   

Professor Christophe Jaffrelot fears that, today, the rule of law in India is in danger, and 
indeed the country is making significant steps backwards in all international rankings assessing 
factors linked to the state of democracy: attacks against minorities have increased, especially 
regarding Christian and Islamic communities; appointments to key positions of people that are very 
close to the prime minister have increased (especially within the university and the intelligence 
communities), leading many to question the neutrality of the state. The tightening of foreign funding 
to non-governmental organizations has forced many of these structures to stop working in India7. 
Finally, Modi’s choice to authorize anonymous funding in 2016 has created many rumours. This 
choice has indeed allowed the BJP to receive large transfers of money eliminating the need to 
disclose the details of the strong connections between wealthy businessmen and the party8.  

 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

According to Professor Jaffrelot, to understand Indian priorities in the coming years it is 
necessary to keep in mind that the country aspires to become a relevant world power. Modi's 
ambitions become even clearer by looking at the amount of investments allocated to the military 
sector. The Premier his capitalizing on the image of the “strong man”, but it is desirable that he will 
use all his power to address all the economic issues that are it is to be hoped that he wants to use 
the power he has managed to concentrate in his hands to respond quickly, in a targeted and 
effective manner to the many economic problems that continue hampering national economic 
growth.   

                                                           
6  Ibid. 
7  Corinne Delroy, op. cit.  
8  “BJP flush with poll cash, no questions asked in these elections”, The Telegraph, 2 May 2019, 

https://m.dailyhunt.in/news/india/english/the+telegraph-epaper-
telegrap/bjp+flush+with+poll+cash+no+questions+asked+in+this+election-newsid-115228825 
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Modi has two more challenges to deal with. One is the strong opposition and obstructionism 
characterizing all national states that are not under a BJP local government. The second is the 
resentment that is emerging among all minorities, both religious and non-religious, which are 
feeling excluded from the nation that Modi is trying to build.   

The change of attitude towards Pakistan is not only linked to an electoral strategy. Differently 
from what happened in 2014, when Modi surprised all Indian analysts by inviting his Pakistani 
counterpart to the opening ceremony of his first government, launching a strong signal of détente 
for the entire region, this time the Pakistani Prime Minister, Imran Khan, has not even been 
contacted9.  

As far as China is concerned, the Premier continues to be against One Belt One Road 
project, mainly because the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor is expected to cross the Pakistani 
portion of Kashmir. For India, the corridor would implicitly legitimize Islamabad's sovereignty over 
the territory and, therefore, encircle India. Again, Modi fears that, without a decisive intervention by 
New Delhi, countries like Sri Lanka and Nepal may end up becoming Chinese de facto 
protectorates.  

That being said, Modi is perfectly aware that he is not able to resist China alone, and he is 
doing his best to consolidate new alliances with countries such as Japan, Australia, and the United 
States. Yet, over the last few months, Washington started changing its attitude towards New Delhi. 
President Donald Trump has embraced a strong anti-Indian rhetoric that has led the local press to 
talk about a possible "second trade war". In March, the United States lifted the exemption from 
payment of duties on aluminium and steel to India, after the two countries failed to agree on a new 
regulation on e-commerce. At the beginning of June, Trump chose to withdraw the United States 
from a very special trade agreement they had with India and thanks to which a series of Indian 
products have been imported into the United States without customs tariffs for years10. In mid-
June, the Indian government introduced customs duties on 28 American products as a form of 
retaliation against a measure they declared as unexpected and unjustified. If on the one hand it will 
be difficult to recover Washington's trust and support in a short time, on the other hand, the 
American anti-India posture is indirectly interfering with the strengthening of the alliances with 
Tokyo and Canberra, as none of them want to risk its own relationship with the United States for 
India.   

It is not a coincidence that, today, India is considering to abandon the idea of supporting the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), the strategic military alliance including India, the United 
States, Australia, and Japan, to invest in the consolidation of a free and open region, by remaining 
available to cooperate with any nation interested in supporting the ideal of promoting shared peace 
and prosperity11.  

At the same time, it is surprising to think that, to become a regional power, India needs to be 
perceived politically stable, economically prosperous, and dynamic power, open to foreign trade 
and capable to set up a robust industrial system. Modi is perfectly aware of this caveat, and 
indeed, he has already started discussing the goals of his economic strategy. Transforming the 
country into an economy of 5 trillion dollars by 2024, aiming at doubling its current capacity, and 
reforming the agricultural sector.  

                                                           
9  Christophe Jaffrelot, op. cit.  
10  This is the "Generalized System of Preferences" program, which allows developing countries to export their products 

to the US. Thanks to this system, in 2018, goods for $142 billion were sold to the United States. 
11  Jabin T Jacob, “India must create and lead a new regional grouping to replace Quad”, Moneycontrol, 12 June 2019, 

https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/india/politics-india-must-create-and-lead-a-new-regional-grouping-to-replace-
quad-4086401.html 
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He also appealed Indian people to engage in a collective struggle "against poverty, unemployment, 
drought, pollution, corruption and violence", to create, together, a "new India" by 202212. 

In short, Modi has returned to propaganda, with no plans or tangible strategies to follow. 
Paradox of paradoxes, to succeed he needs to invest in infrastructures, which have always been 
the weakest link in India, and in the telecommunications field, two areas in which India already 
asked China to help to fix some of the existing gaps.  

 
 

                                                           
12  “Making India $5 trillion economy challenging but achievable: PM Modi”, The Times of India, 16 June 2019, 

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/articleshow/69801618.cms?utm_source=twitter.com&utm_medium=social&utm_ca
mpaign=TOIDesktop&utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst 
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Latin America 2.0. Social media and politics in Brazil and Puerto 

Rico 

 
The forms of politics have suffered a lot of change in recent years. The advent of 

smartphones and social media had impressive repercussions in the public and private life 
of the ruling class. This has been a phenomenon that has been only partly a new process. 
In the past, in fact, several times the irruption of new forms of communication had radically 
changed political action: at first there were newspapers, then there was the advent of radio 
and, finally, that of television. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, social networks 
launched a new technological revolution that push toward Copernican revolution in political 
arena. A revolution that also crosses Latin America and in recent months has shown some 
significant epiphenomena1. The reference is to the latest events that took place in Puerto 
Rico and in Brazil, where private chats were held between leading politicians and social 
actors who shed a new light on existing power relations. It is therefore not a question of 
the mixture of public forum and private forum. In other words, we are not faced with a 
politicization of private life that leads many political figures to make public aspects of their 
private lives on the main social networks. Even more. It is not a question of the massive 
use of private messaging programs (WhatsApp and Telegram, in everyone's head) during 
important electoral campaigns (as it happened in 2018 during the presidential elections of 
Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil2 or as it is happening these days in Argentina in support of the 
presidential candidate Mauricio Macri3) which, thanks to the use of big data techniques, 
move towards a personalization of political messages addressed by candidates towards 
the electorate. The cases that emerged in recent weeks in Puerto Rico and Brazil are 
different because the use of these new technologies is undermining the solidity of national 
political institutions. In these two contexts, the publication of private communications 
(intercepted between important political leaders) has sparked heavy protests against the 
political order. This, without any doubt, undermines the credibility of National institutions 
especially for these two scenarios (the Puerto Rican one and the Brazilian one) which for 
some years have shown important criticalities, not only in the political scenario but also in 
the economic and social sphere. And this clashes particularly with the initial intentions of 
the two main protagonists of the political life of these two countries. Both Jair Bolsonaro, 
President of Brazil, and Ricardo Rosselló Nevares, Governor of Puerto Rico, in fact, 
                                                           
1  On the relation between social media and politics in Latin America, see, among others:A. Dávila, Y. Rivero (eds.), 

Contemporary Latina/o Media: Production, Circulation, Politics, New York, New York University Press, 2016;  R. 
Salzman, «Understanding Social Media Use in Latin America», in Palabra Clave, a. 18, n. 3, july/septiembre 2015, 
pp. 842-858.C. Tadáguila, F. Benevenuto, P. Ortellado, «Fake News is Poisoning Brasilian Politics. WhattsApp Can 
Stop It», in The New York Times, 17/10/2018 [disponibile on line a  
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-fake-news-whatsapp.html, ultimo accesso 27/07/2019]. 

2  C. Tadáguila, F. Benevenuto, P. Ortellado, «Fake News is Poisoning Brasilian Politics. WhattsApp Can Stop It», in 
The New York Times, 17/10/2018 [available on line at  https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-
fake-news-whatsapp.html, last access 27/07/2019]. 

3  D. Bio, «Cómo evolucionaron las campañas de Alfonsín a Macri», in Infobae, 7/07/2019 [available on line at  
https://www.infobae.com/politica/2019/07/07/del-marketing-politico-a-la-big-data-como-evolucionaron-las-campanas-
de-alfonsin-a-macri/, last access 27/07/2019], S Fioriti, «La maquinaria electoral de Mauricio Macri, entre big data y 
una guía “calle por calle”», in Clarín, 20/07/2019 [available on line at  https://www.clarin.com/politica/maquinaria-
electoral-mauricio-macri-big-data-guia-calle-calle_0_tpfqzZFaN.html, last access 27/07/2019]. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-fake-news-whatsapp.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-fake-news-whatsapp.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/17/opinion/brazil-election-fake-news-whatsapp.html
https://www.infobae.com/politica/2019/07/07/del-marketing-politico-a-la-big-data-como-evolucionaron-las-campanas-de-alfonsin-a-macri/
https://www.infobae.com/politica/2019/07/07/del-marketing-politico-a-la-big-data-como-evolucionaron-las-campanas-de-alfonsin-a-macri/
https://www.clarin.com/politica/maquinaria-electoral-mauricio-macri-big-data-guia-calle-calle_0_tpfqzZFaN.html
https://www.clarin.com/politica/maquinaria-electoral-mauricio-macri-big-data-guia-calle-calle_0_tpfqzZFaN.html
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collected a good part of their consensus (the first in 2018 and the second two years 
before) asking for a vote to put an end to the political corruption of their respective 
precedent administrations (that of the Partido dos Trabalhadores for the Brazilian case, 
that of the Partido Popular Democrático for the Puerto Rican case)4. Putting the two crises 
into dialogue, another aspect of great interest emerges: while Rosselló has abandoned 
power, the position of the Brazilian President does not seem to have been affected by the 
publication of the chats. Which shows how long the honeymoon between Bolsonaro and 
Brazil is still on the subject of the battle against corruption. 
 
The fatal chat: the fall of the governor of Puerto Rico 

At the beginning of July, the Investigative Periodical Center (CPI), an NGO that has 
long been working to increase information freedom in Puerto Rico (Free State associated 
with the United States), has started to publish on its web page excerpts of a chat of 
Telegram which included the governor of the Caribbean island, Ricardo Rosselló Nevares, 
important figures of the Puerto Rican executive and public figures not belonging to 
government institutions. In the following days, then, the chat was published entirely, 
showing sexist comments and massacres aimed at both political figures (including the 
Mayor of the Capital, San Juan, Carmen Yulin Cruz, exponent of the party opposing 
Rosselló) both against public figures, among these the Puerto Rican singer, Ricky Martin5. 
The reaction was almost unanimous. The publication of these conversations has caused 
vibrant protests that have push a part of the population to show their protests in the most 
important streets of the country. A population already frustrated by the fact that the 
consequences of the hurricane Maria (which in 2017 caused more than 4000 deaths on 
the island) not yet fully addressed. A further critical issue for Puerto Rico came from the 
economic crisis, which broke out in 2016, when governor Rosselló declared the island's 
default with a debt that exceeded 70 thousand million dollars. The consequences were 
clear: an unpopular cut in public spending and control of accounts was imposed by the 
Junta de Supervision Fiscal, an entity created by US federal institutions to face the 
economic crisis (with particular reference to the question of debt restructuring)6. In the last 
few months, then, the Rosselló administration has been hit by corruption investigations 
involving former members of the state administration and the business world for about 17 
million dollars. These have led to the arrest of various officials accused of theft, fraud and 
money laundering7.  

                                                           
4  R. Banuchi, «“Soy el gobernador, no puedo desvincularme”», in El Nuevo Día, 7/10/2016 [available on line at  

https://www.elnuevodia.com/noticias/politica/nota/soyelgobernadornopuedodesvincularme-2249030/, last access 
27/07/2019], J. Soares, A.de Souza, J. De Carvalho, «Na posse, Bolsonaro de ve explorar combate à corrupção e 
enxungamento da máquina pública», in O Globo, 1/01/2019 [available on line at  https://oglobo.globo.com/brasil/na-
posse-bolsonaro-deve-explorar-combate-corrupcao-enxugamento-da-maquina-publica-23338080, last access 
27/07/2019]. 

5  L.J. Valentín Ortiz, C. Minet, «Las 889 páginas de Telegram entre Rosselló Nevares y sus allegados», in Centro de 
Periodismo Investigativo, 13/07/2019 [available on line at  http://periodismoinvestigativo.com/2019/07/las-889-
paginas-de-telegram-entre-rossello-nevares-y-sus-allegados/, last access 30/07/2019]. 

6  H. Feliciano, «La salida de Ricardo Rosselló es solo el pricnpio para Puerto a Rico», in The New York Timeses, 
2/08/2019 [available on line at  https://www.nytimes.com/es/2019/08/02/puerto-rico-renuncia/, last access 3/08/2019]. 

7  «Crisis en Puerto Rico: el escándalo del chat del gobernador Ricardo Rosselló que provocó una crisis institucional en 
la isla», in La Nación, 15/07/2019 [available on line at  https://www.lanacion.com.ar/el-mundo/crisis-puerto-rico-
escandalo-del-chat-del-nid2267782, last access 30/07/2019]. 

https://www.elnuevodia.com/noticias/politica/nota/soyelgobernadornopuedodesvincularme-2249030/
https://oglobo.globo.com/brasil/na-posse-bolsonaro-deve-explorar-combate-corrupcao-enxugamento-da-maquina-publica-23338080
https://oglobo.globo.com/brasil/na-posse-bolsonaro-deve-explorar-combate-corrupcao-enxugamento-da-maquina-publica-23338080
http://periodismoinvestigativo.com/2019/07/las-889-paginas-de-telegram-entre-rossello-nevares-y-sus-allegados/
http://periodismoinvestigativo.com/2019/07/las-889-paginas-de-telegram-entre-rossello-nevares-y-sus-allegados/
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2019/08/02/puerto-rico-renuncia/
https://www.lanacion.com.ar/el-mundo/crisis-puerto-rico-escandalo-del-chat-del-nid2267782
https://www.lanacion.com.ar/el-mundo/crisis-puerto-rico-escandalo-del-chat-del-nid2267782
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In short, the publication of chats by the Cpi was nothing but a further critical issue for the 
governor's public image, already widely questioned. In other words, it was the final blow to 
Rosselló's political career. The square demanded and obtained the resignation of the 
Governor, announced last July 24th, to avoid the impeachment procedure, ventilated by 
several actors8. Beyond the sexist content, as stated by the Cpi executive director, Carla 
Minet, «These conversations took place between the governor and his cabinet secretaries; 
people from Rosselló who have no public office, businessmen who have economic 
interests and who have sought contracts with the government have also participated [...] 
Their content reveals the presence of a dynamic in which people close to the governor 
only because of an emotional, reliable or even family connection they had access to 
confidential or, at least, privileged information that allowed them to benefit their clients in 
private industry»9. In this sense, the messages and chats brought to the attention of public 
opinion by the Cpi throw a sinister light on the relations between institutional 
representatives and the private world in Puerto Rico - a country that today seems unable 
to emerge from a spiral of corruption. 

 
The judgment chat: politics and justice in Brazil 

The year was 2014 and a Brazilian judge, Sergio Moro, from the Curitiba district 
started, an investigation into money laundering, which immediately took the name of Lava 
Jato. It was Brazil that for more than ten years was ruled by the Partido dos Trabalhadores 
(Pt), first with the Presidency of Lula da Silva and then with Dilma Rousseff as President.  
It was Brazil that, by now, had become a World player, not only economically, but also 
politically (leading the Latin American sub-continent) and social (with the improvement of 
the living conditions of millions of Brazilians in just over ten years). Today, Brazil seems to 
have changed politically. The operation Lava Jato has uncovered a Pandora's box of 
corruption that has reached the highest offices of the state, showing a dense network 
between business and the political world. Due to a nine-and-a-half-year sentence for 
corruption, Lula is in jail. Dilma Rousseff was dismissed by the Parliament which started 
an impeachment procedure in 2016. The PT lost the presidency in favor of Jair Bolsonaro 
also elected thanks to an electoral campaign centered around the criticism of corruption 
promoted by Pt. Sergio Moro has abandoned the judicial career and became Minister of 
Justice. 

Last June, the web page «The Intercept-Brasil» started to publish chats (dating back 
to the period of the Lava Jato investigation) intercepted between the Judge Sergio Moro 
and the prosecutor Deltan Dallagnol, who carried out the case against the former 
President of the Republic Lula10: in particular, from the messages emerged, as «The 
Intercept-Brasil» wrote, that «the then federal judge went far beyond his role when he 
worked at Lava Jato. In several previously unpublished private conversations, Moro 

                                                           
8 O. Laughland, «Puerto Rico governor clings to power amid threat of impeachment», in The Guardian, 25/07/2019 

[available on line at  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/24/puerto-rico-governor-faces-threat-of-
imepachment-as-he-refuses-to-resign, last access 30/07/2019]. 

9 «Crisis en Puerto Rico: 3 claves para entender las protestas “sin precedentes” que precipitaron la caída de Rosselló», 
in BBCmundo, 25/07/2019 [available on line at  https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-49053142, last 
access 30/07/2019]. 

10 «A mesagens secretas da Lava Jato», in The Intercept-Brasil, june-agost 2019 [available on line at 
https://theintercept.com/series/mensagens-lava-jato/, last access 30/07/2019]. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/24/puerto-rico-governor-faces-threat-of-imepachment-as-he-refuses-to-resign
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/24/puerto-rico-governor-faces-threat-of-imepachment-as-he-refuses-to-resign
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-49053142
https://theintercept.com/series/mensagens-lava-jato/
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suggested to the public prosecutor to change the order of the Lava Jato phases, showed 
agility in new operations, provided strategic advice and informal investigative clues, 
anticipated at least one decision, criticized and proposed support to the Public Prosecutor 
and scolded Dallagnol as if he [Moro] was a hierarchical superior of public prosecutors and 
federal police ": Judge Moro, in light of what was claimed by the journalists of «The 
Intercept-Brasil», went far beyond his competences invading the investigative action of the 
public prosecutor who "implemented as an auxiliary to the prosecution" and not as the 
main actor11. 

These accusations did nothing but confirm the de-legitimized criticisms that Lula, 
Rousseff and the PT launched towards the Lava Jato operation and the action of the 
Curitiba judiciary. Lula's lawyers have revived the idea that the investigation and the 
sentence had «a political objective», «violating constitutional guarantees and legal 
certainty»12. However, the reaction from Moro and Dallagnol did not wait. In the first 
instance, the Federal Public Prosecutor of Paraná has delegitimized «the criminal action of 
a hacker who has carried out the most serious attacks on the activity of the Public 
Prosecutor, the privacy and security of its members»: «an action vile» which has made 
public «illegally copied» information13. Even Sergio Moro went on the attack not only 
underlining the illegal form in which the chats were collected but above all revealing that 
«no anomaly [...] can be glimpsed, although [the chats] have been removed from the 
context and the sensationalism of the stories, that ignore the gigantic corruption scheme 
revealed by the Lava Jato operation»14. The case that could definitively undermine the 
action of the Bolsonaro government, however, has been channelled into the rails of justice: 
four orders of arrest have been imposed and, moreover, an attempt is made to verify 
whether there have been suspicious transactions on the accounts of the arrested . If to get 
news of the judicial conclusion of the case we still have to wait some time, the political 
conclusion seems to be closer. At the moment, in fact, the publication of Moro's 
communications with Dellagnol and other representatives of the Public Prosecutor in the 
Lava Jato case does not seem to affect the action of the national government. 

 

                                                           
11  R. Moro Martins, A. de Santi, G. Greenwald, «Não è muito tempo sem operação’», in The Intercept-Brasil, 9/06/2019 

[available on line at https://theintercept.com/2019/06/09/chat-moro-deltan-telegram-lava-jato/, last access 
30/07/2019]. 

12  «Brazil’s Lava Jato: Recordings questioned impartiality from Sergio Moro and prosecutors in sentencing Lula da 
Silva», in Mercopress.com, 10/06/2019 [available on line at https://en.mercopress.com/2019/06/10/brazil-s-lava-jato-
recordings-questioned-impartiality-from-sergio-moro-and-prosecutors-in-sentencing-lula-da-silva, last access 
30/07/2019]. 

13  «Força-tarefa informa a ocorrência de ataque criminoso à Lava Jato» press release appeared on the webpage of 
Ministerio Público Federal – Procaduria da República no Paraná, 9/06/2019 [available on line at 
http://www.mpf.mp.br/pr/sala-de-imprensa/noticias-pr/forca-tarefa-informa-a-ocorrencia-de-ataque-criminoso-a-lava-
jato, last access 30/07/2019]. 

14  «Moro divulta nota sobre as matéricas com a troca de mensagens entre ele e Dallagnol», in O Antagonista, 
9/06/2019 [available on line at https://www.oantagonista.com/brasil/moro-divulga-nota-sobre-as-materias-com-a-
troca-de-mensagens-entre-ele-e-dallagnol/, last access 30/07/2019]. 

https://theintercept.com/2019/06/09/chat-moro-deltan-telegram-lava-jato/
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https://www.oantagonista.com/brasil/moro-divulga-nota-sobre-as-materias-com-a-troca-de-mensagens-entre-ele-e-dallagnol/
https://www.oantagonista.com/brasil/moro-divulga-nota-sobre-as-materias-com-a-troca-de-mensagens-entre-ele-e-dallagnol/
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Maritime disputes and claims involving ASEAN countries in the 

South China Sea  

 
In the last weeks, political tensions opposing some Southeast Asian countries (which 

are members of ASEAN regional organization) and China have re-emerged, linked to 
territorial and sovereignty claims along the South China Sea, which contribute to the 
destabilisation of the region and it threats the security of navigation and maritime trades. 
These tensions have been heightened after some relatively calm years and characterized 
by a political-diplomatic rapprochement among contenders, which has favoured a de-
escalation process also encouraging the economic cooperation and Chinese investments, 
mainly in the framework of geo-economic blueprint universally known as the Belt and Road 
Initiative. 

In June, the controversial incident concerning the alleged sinking of a Filipino fishing 
boat after a collision with a Chinese vessel - described as “accidental” by the President of 
Philippines Duterte - and the lack of assistance toward crew members of the Filipino boat, 
have sparked strong and growing protests against China with manifestations of open 
hostility with regards to Chinese people living in the Archipelago. During a TV interview 
Duterte adopted a provocative approach to react against accusations to have a soft 
approach with regards to China, invoking the intervention of the United States on the basis 
of the Philippines-US Defence Pact (signed in 1951), which allows either parties to military 
assist the other in the events of attack on its metropolitan territory, island territories under 
its jurisdiction in the Pacific.1 

Presidential spokesperson Salvador Panelo defined Duterte's discourse as 
“sarcastic”: in fact, due to the long-term diplomatic relations and the solid economic 
cooperation, a potential US military intervention in the region would undermine the 
rapprochement's policy to China undertaken by Duterte in the last years.2 During the 
interview, Filipino President also confirmed that Chinese vessels have the permission to 
fish in the contended areas claimed by Manila, but at the same time he strongly reiterates 
that the Philippines remains the owners of the West Philippine Sea (the name used by 
Manila government to indicate the eastern section of the South China Sea). According to 
Carlos Zarate (a member of the opposition in the House of Representatives) Duterte and 
his allies are planning to emend the existent provisions of the Constitution which ensure to 
the national companies a kind of monopoly for the exploration and the exploitation of the 
natural resources, opening to the entry of foreign interests which could allow a growing 
economic and commercial breakthrough of Chinese companies in the Philippine 
archipelago, because of the China's huge investments in the region.3 

                                                           
1 Isabel Guarco, Is Duterte Really Asking for U.S. Aid Against China?, Foreign Policy, July 18, 2019, 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/07/18/is-duterte-really-asking-for-u-s-aid-against-china/  
2 Jeoffrey Maitem, Duterte slams critics as he invokes Philippine-US defence pact over South China Sea dispute, 

South China Morning Post, July 17, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/southeast-asia/article/3019047/duterte-
slams-critics-he-invokes-philippine-us-defence  

3 “Philippine Leader Lays Down Challenge to US Over South China Sea”, Radio Free Asia, July 17, 2019, 
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/philippines-usa-07172019163556.html  
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During the first decade of July, Vietnamese authorities (through some vessels of the 
national navy) carefully and constantly monitored the exploration and survey activities of 
the Chinese ship Haiyang Dizhi 8 - which was accompanied by two Chinese armed 
coastguards vessels - around the Vanguard Bank in the Spratly Islands (contended by 
Vietnam, China and Taiwan) located in the South-eastern Vietnam, an area potentially rich 
of oil and natural gas.4 Moreover, Vietnamese authorities were profoundly irritated 
because this exploration activity leaded by Chinese ship also regarded the offshore oil 
fields, which were licensed to the Spanish energy company Repsol: however, Chinese 
pressures and the threat of a military intervention pushed Vietnamese government to 
cancel drilling works in 2017 and 2018. 

Moreover, some days before a Chinese coastguard ship made dangerous 
manoeuvres which hampered the navigation of some Vietnamese vessels which stationed 
near an oilrig - managed by a Japanese energy company - in the 06.1 offshore block 
located in the Vanguard Bank, which was part of the concession released to the Russian 
company Rosneft.5 The block 06.1 is highly relevant for Hanoi's energy security sector. It 
ensures regular energy supplies because the Lan Do offshore oil field (included in the 
block 06.1) accounts for 10% of Vietnam’s energy needs.6 

Even if the spokeswoman of the Vietnamese Foreign Minister Le Thi Thu Hang did 
not officially confirm the events, describing them with the vague formula of “the recent 
developments in the South China Sea”, she declared on July 11 that “Without Vietnam’s 
permission, all actions undertaken by foreign parties in Vietnamese waters have no legal 
effect, and constitute encroachments in Vietnamese waters, and violations of international 
law”. The spokesperson of the Chinese Foreign Minister Geng Shuang declared that 
China would be always ready to protect its sovereignty and its maritime rights in the South 
China Sea.7 

In spite of the official declarations, the parties immediately tried to act diplomatically 
the standoff situation, avoiding a dangerous and destabilizing escalation. During an official 
visit in Beijing between 8 and 12 July, the chairman of the Vietnamese National Assembly 
Nguyen Thi Kim Ngan met her Chinese counterpart and President Xi Jinping: from the 
meeting has emerged the common will to peacefully settle the issues linked to the East 
Sea (which is the definition used by Hanoi's authorities to indicate the contended section of 
the South China Sea) providing stability in accordance with the international rules.8 

In addition, the Malaysia's government politically reacted to the maritime exploration 
initiatives leaded in May 2019 by the Chinese coastguard vessel Haijing 35111, which 
patrolled waters near Luconia Shoals - in the south of Spratly Islands - which also include 
                                                           
4 Liu Zhen, China and Vietnam in stand-off over Chinese survey ship mission to disputed reef in South China Sea, South 

China Morning Post, July 12, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3018332/beijing-and-hanoi-
stand-over-chinese-survey-ship-mission 

5 “China, Vietnam: What to Take From the South China Sea Flare-Up”, Stratfor, July 16, 2019, 
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/vietnam-china-what-take-latest-clash-south-china-sea-vessel-maritime-
escalation  

6 Asian Maritime Transport Initiative, China Risks Flare-Up Over Malaysian, Vietnamese Gas Resources, AMTI, July 
16, 2019, https://amti.csis.org/china-risks-flare-up-over-malaysian-vietnamese-gas-resources/  

7 James Pearson and Khanh Vu, Vietnam, China embroiled in South China Sea standoff, Reuters, July 17, 2019, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-vietnam-china-southchinasea-idUSKCN1UC0MX  

8 “NA leader meets Chinese Party Chief and President Xi Jinping”, Viet Nam News, July 13, 2019, 
https://vietnamnews.vn/politics-laws/522608/na-leader-meets-chinese-party-chief-and-president-xi-
jinping.html#hmzFyuTz12juvzy5.97  
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offshore oil and natural gas fields licensed to the Malaysian energy company Sarawak 
Shell. Chinese vessel had a provocative approach towards the Malaysian coastguard 
boats. According to the Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative (a project leaded by the 
Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington) these initiatives are the 
expression of the Beijing's intention to intimidate Vietnam and Malaysia, pushing them to 
freeze and to postpone offshore drilling and exploration projects in the South China Sea 
contended waters.9 

 

Unresolved disputes in the South China Sea 
These interstate disputes, which involve some Southeast Asian countries (Vietnam, 

Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei and Taiwan) and China, are the result of the 
clashing claims that they have in the so-called South China Sea, due to the existence of 
huge and untapped hydrocarbon fields and mineral reserves as well as abundant fish 
stocks. According to the US Energy Information Administration, the South China Sea 
would contain 11 billion barrels of oil and 5.3 trillion cubic metres of natural gas; even if 
other sources report that unproven reserves would be at least twice.10 

In addition to its energy reserves, this maritime area is strategically important for its 
centrality along the supply energy routes - 1/3 of the oil traded worldwide and more than 
50% of liquefied natural gas global exports cross this sea-portion of the Pacific Ocean, 
located on the south of the East China Sea - and the global trade corridors, considering 
that the worth of the total trade which pass through the South China Sea is estimated at 
more than $3.3 trillion.11 

The existent disputes among these countries concern with sovereignty rights that 
they claim on the waters of the South China Sea and the islands located in this portion of 
Ocean. For Vietnam, Philippines and the other involved Southeast Asian countries, the 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS or the Montego Bay 
Convention) represents the legal basis of their claims, because this document enshrines 
the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) which ensure to the involved nations exclusive rights 
to exploit the existent natural resources (hydrocarbons but also seafood) both in the 
subsoil and the waters until 200 nautical miles from the coast. 

China's territorial claims are based and deriving from the so-called “historical 
maritime rights” that Beijing wants to extend to the whole South China Sea, which clearly 
are in total contradiction with the dispositions of the international conventions, which also 
China signed. As Pagano illustrated “The 1992 Chinese Territorial Sea Law enshrines that 
the Chinese sovereignty can be extended including all islands located in the South China 
Sea as well as all maritime areas, so de facto representing the territorial waters of the 
People's Republic of China, which coincides with the South China Sea”.12 
                                                           
9 Asian Maritime Transport Initiative, China Risks Flare-Up Over Malaysian, Vietnamese Gas Resources, AMTI, July 

16, 2019, https://amti.csis.org/china-risks-flare-up-over-malaysian-vietnamese-gas-resources/  
10 US Energy Information Administration, South China Sea, February 7, 2013, 

https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/regions_of_interest/South_China_Sea/south_china_sea.pdf  
11 Mercy A. Kuo, Waters of discord, World Energy Magazine, no. 43, July 2, 2019, 

https://www.aboutenergy.com/en_IT/topics/waters-discord.shtml; Council on Foreign Relations, Territorial Disputes  
in the South China Sea, https://www.cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/territorial-disputes-south-china-
sea  

12 Antonietta Pagano, Il Mar Cinese Meridionale tra rivendicazioni storiche e politica di potenza, Gnosis, no.3, 2016, 
p.129 
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This long-term dispute is based on two main interlinked factors: firstly, most of the 
Chinese territorial claims overlap to the Exclusive Economic Zones of some ASEAN 
members. Furthermore, China justifies its sovereignty claims based on the nine-dash line, 
which substantially encircles 85-90% of the South China Sea. Vietnam and China are 
competing for the sovereignty of the Paracel Islands and for the control of all Spratly 
Islands (located in the middle of the South China Sea), which are also contended by 
Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei; China and the Philippines are also in competition on the 
Scarborough Shoal, a rock in the South China Sea, approximately 120 nautical miles west 
of the Philippine Island of Luzon.13 

Moreover, there is another dispute, which involve Indonesia, and China on the 
sovereignty of Natuna Islands, an archipelago of 272 island located in the South China 
Sea, between Malacca's peninsula and Borneo. Over the years, Indonesian coastguards 
have carried out different operations to combat the illegal encroachments of Chinese 
fishing boats on the Indonesian EEZ, while Beijing claims that this sea-portion falls within 
its traditional fishing areas, in which interests and maritime rights coincide.14 Jakarta's 
government decision to rename North Natuna Sea this section of the South China Sea 
highlights Indonesian will to protect its own rights creating an exclusive fishing zone, which 
clashes not only with Beijing's interests but also with Vietnam and its fishing fleet.15 

The relevance of the energy reserves and fisheries resources explain the attempts of 
these contender countries to claim sovereignty on these islands which will allow them to 
extend their Exclusive Economic Zone until 200 miles (from the coast), while for the reefs 
and for rocks the sovereignty over waters can be extended only to 12 miles.16 

Concerning tensions between Vietnam and China (which pushed Spanish energy 
company Repsol to give up on the concessions released by Hanoi authorities), China 
claims that offshore 6.1 energy block is located within the nine-dash line: consequently, 
the Chinese Foreign Minister stated that, without Beijing's authorization, international 
energy companies or countries have not rights to develop energy explorations or to exploit 
water resources which are under the Chinese jurisdiction.17 

From a legal point of view, in 2013 the Philippines invoked Article 287 of the 
UNCLOS concerning Scarborough Shoal, which was under Chinese control since 2012: in 
2016 the Permanent Court of Arbitration located in The Hague (which has jurisdiction to 
resolve disputes on maritime territories) ruled in favour of Manila, stating that most of the 
areas claimed by Beijing are in international waters: furthermore, no one of the Spratly 
Islands can generate Exclusive Economic Zones because these are just rocks, not islands 
(in accordance with article 121 of the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea).18 China has 
not accepted the PCA's decision, because this does not essentially recognized its 
historical maritime rights on the South China Sea. 
                                                           
13 Ibidem, p.131 
14 Elvio Rotondo, Giakarta contrasta l’espansionismo di Pechino nel Mar Cinese Meridionale, Analisi Difesa, 21 Marzo 

2018, https://www.analisidifesa.it/2018/03/lindonesia-contrasta-lespansionismo-cinese-nel-mar-cinese-meridionale/  
15 Arya Dipa and Agnes Anya, Indonesia slams Vietnam for disrupting arrests, The Jakarta Post, February 27, 2019,   

https://www.thejakartapost.com/seasia/2019/02/27/ri-slams-vietnam-for-disrupting-arrests.html  
16 Antonietta Pagano, Il Mar Cinese Meridionale tra rivendicazioni storiche e politica di potenza, op.cit.  p.131 
17 Permanent Mission of the People's Republic of China to UN, Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Lu Kang's Regular 

Press Conference on May 17, 2018 , https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/ceun/eng/fyrth/t1560357.htm  
18 Permanent Court of Arbitration, The South China Sea Arbitration (The Republic of the Philippines V. the People’s 

Republic of China), PCA, Eleventh Press Release, July 11, 2016, https://pcacases.com/web/sendAttach/1801  
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The need to provide security and protect the Sea Lines of Communication (nearly 
80% of the Chinese trade stretches along maritime routes, which are also strategically 
relevant to achieve national energy security because there are the main routes of oil 
imports) and to enhance its own historical rights on the South China Sea, have pushed 
China to realize artificial islands in the contended areas (Spratly and Paracel Islands) 
realizing military and industrial facilities, seaports, airstrips and radar systems:19 this 
growing militarization in a context of legal uncertainty concerning the definition of the EEZ 
and sovereignty claims outlines a potentially explosive scenario of latent conflicts among 
involved nations. 
 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts  

The main consequence of these re-emerging tensions along the South China Sea is 
the decision of Vietnamese and Filipino authorities to boost their coastguard fleets, with 
the aim to counteract the Chinese maritime initiatives also affirming their sovereignty in the 
contended waters. Manila's government has planned to buy a modern vessel from France 
to carry out operations of maritime surveillance, which will be added to two high-speed 
boats received in February 2019 by the Japanese government. Vietnam's government has 
adopted a law which allows to the national coastguard fleets the possibility to act outside 
territorial waters, making its presence felt in the regional contention.20 Especially the 
United States are supporting the Hanoi's attempts to bolster coastguard fleets and to train 
Vietnamese officials. 

The China's growing activism has pushed the US to reinforce the military presence of 
the American navy in this maritime section of the Pacific Ocean, deploying the so-called 
Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOP) to guarantee the freedom of navigation:21 
China opposes to FONOP operations defining them illegal, consequently increasing naval 
drills and patrolling activities. The hardening of position between China and United States 
in the South China Sea appears dangerous for the stability of the regional security 
architecture. Furthermore, the reaction of the Vietnamese government and the approach of 
the Filipino government in respect of Chinese initiatives - aimed at settling the existent 
tensions - underline the relevance of the economic cooperation with China, an important 
economic partner and one of the main investors to finance projects in the Southeast Asian 
countries. 

The need to de-escalate this conflict situation also emerged during the ASEAN 
summit held in Bangkok last month, where the Heads of state and foreign ministers 
avoided to openly expressing criticism on the Chinese approach in the South China Sea. 
During the meeting, meanwhile, ASEAN countries highlighted the progress of talks to 
adopt a shared Code of Conduct in the South China Sea, with the conclusion of the first 
round of negotiations: however, the approach to relegate and postpone discussions on the 
most divisive and difficult issues to the third and last round of negotiations - mainly, if the 
                                                           
19 Council of Foreign Relations, Territorial disputes in South China Sea, https://www.cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-

tracker/conflict/territorial-disputes-south-china-sea  
20 Laura Zhou, China’s neighbours bolster their coastguards as stand-off stokes tensions in disputed South China Sea, 

South China Morning Post, July 21, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3019409/chinas-
neighbours-bolster-their-coastguards-stand-stokes  

21  Bonnie S. Glaser, Gregory Poling, Vanishing Borders in the South China Sea, Foreign Affairs, June 5, 2018, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-06-05/vanishing-borders-south-china-sea 



Pacific 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 66 

code is or not legally binding - could negatively affect the achievement of a shared 
agreement. 
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The tentative to find alternatives to dollar as an international payment instrument is 
as old as the crisis of the Bretton Woods system and the birth of the “dollar standard” in 
early Seventies. The main reason are the benefits that the control of this mechanism 
offered – and offers – to the United States (US), the most important one being the 
possibility to fund public expenditure and the current account deficit by placing on the 
international market public debt securities denominated in dollars. During the years, the 
“dollar standard” has also shown some inherent weaknesses, acting as a trigger of heavy 
financial crises. In 2007-08, some authors envisaged the end of this standard and its 
replacement with other ones, based on new reference currencies. In early 2000s this role it 
was proposed for Euro or for a basket of currencies in which the dollar’s weight was 
balanced by the new-born European single currency. More recently, after the US 
withdrawal from the “nuclear deal” with Iran (JCPOA – Joint Comprehensive Plan Of 
Action), some EU countries proposed to create a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV), a 
financial instrument allowing Teheran and its European partners to continue trading 
despite the re-introduction of US sanctions1. 

Until now, none of these efforts has been successful. The European SPV 
(“Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges” - INSTEX) has entered its operational phase 
only in June 2019 and, despite working outside the SWIFT framework, it is still focused on 
humanitarian transactions such as food, medical and pharmaceutical goods that already 
lay outside the scope of US sanctions2. The SPV also attracted the attention of Russia and 
China, whose delegates attended the meeting where the beginning of its activity was 
announced. However, INSTEX is currently open only to EU members, although analysts 
deem the engagement of other subjects (India and Japan as first) as fundamental to its 
operability. The problem is that INSTEX and the parallel instruments that has been 
developed on the Iranian side, despite operating outside the “dollar standard” 
mechanisms, neither overcome them nor seem able to cope with the needs of the great 
traders. As it was noted: «INSTEX will most likely facilitate trade by smaller firms, 
especially in humanitarian produce (food, medicines) […] however, trade volumes need to 
be high enough for INSTEX to be able to match cash flows reliably. If volumes fall too low, 
or become significantly imbalanced, there would be payment delays and potentially 
solvency problems for INSTEX itself»3. 

In this sense, the problems that INSTEX is facing are the same of any other 
alternative to the dollar standard. Currently, none of them has the political credibility that 
the US provides to dollar, although the unilateralism of Trump administration and its 
aggressive use of the economic lever are eroding this position. None of them also benefits 

                                                           
1  This SPV – labelled “Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges” (INSTEX) – has been proposed in Jan. 31, 2019, by 

the German, French and British Foreign ministers (E3) in coordination with the other EU members and with the 
European External Action Service. On its working, see, E. Geranmayeh - E. Batmanghelidj Trading with Iran via the 
special purpose vehicle: How it can work, ECFR - European Council on Foreign Relations, Feb. 7, 2019, 
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_trading_with_iran_special_purpose_vehicle_how_it_can_work. 

2  EU External Action, Iran nuclear deal: INSTEX now operational, June 29, 2019, https://eeas.europa.eu/generic-
warning-system-taxonomy/404_en/64804/Iran%20nuclear%20deal:%20INSTEX%20now%20operational. 

3  F. Coppola, Europe Circumvents U.S. Sanctions On Iran, “Forbes”, June 30, 2019, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/francescoppola/2019/06/30/europe-circumvents-u-s-sanctions-on-iran/#45b6bda82c8d. 
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of the degree of pervasiveness that dollar has in the international theatre. Although 
declining in comparison to the early 2000s (especially after the 2007-08 crisis), the volume 
of international reserves denominated in dollars is more than 60% of the total; after them, 
comes the ones denominated in euro, pounds and yens, despite since 2015 the role of 
renminbi is increasing. Even efforts like that of the partially state-owned Russian mining 
company Alrosa to find new method to sell its goods on the Chinese and Indian markets 
affect only a limited stock of goods, a small number of transactions, and imply the use of 
several currencies; another proof of the fact that if the search for an alternative to the 
dollar standard is underway, no competitor seems strong enough to challenge its 
supremacy4. 

It is possible that an unmoderated use of the financial lever by the US administration 
(the so-called “weaponization” of dollar5) speed up the search for alternatives to the 
current standard. In this case, according to some analysts, dollar could be able to maintain 
its present role for five-to-ten years while other currencies strengthen their position and 
erode the benefits that Washington still enjoys. However, on the basis on the existing 
clues, it will probably be a long process. After the 2007-08 crisis, euro’s international 
relevance has sharply declined; a state of things that the same ECB authorities have 
already pointed out and that it is largely seen as one of the major obstacles to EU 
emergence as a true global player6. In its turn, renminbi (which large part of the analysists 
consider the most credible long term alternative to dollar) still suffers the negative 
consequences of its limited convertibility, of the difficulties that foreign subjects meet in 
entering Chinese financial market, and of the apparent unpredictability of Beijing’s 
monetary policy; a mix of elements that contributed – after the rise of 2010-14 – to stabilize 
(and sometime reduce) its internationalization index, regularly calculated by Standard 
Chartered Bank7.  
 
 
 

                                                           
4  S. Fleming, Currency warrior: why Trump is weaponising the dollar, “Financial Times”, July 1, 2019, 

https://www.ft.com/ content/5694b0dc-91e7-11e9-aea1-2b1d33ac3271. 
5  S. Das, How the U.S. Has Weaponized the Dollar, “Bloomberg”, Sept. 7, 2018, https://www.bloomberg.com/ 

opinion/articles/2018-09-06/how-the-u-s-has-made-a-weapon-of-the-dollar; P.S. Goodman, The Dollar Is Still King. 
How (in the World) Did That Happen?, “The New Yok Times”, Feb. 22, 2019, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/22/business/ dollar-currency-value.html; M.B. Greenwald, The Consequences of 
Weaponizing the U.S. Dollar, The Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, Cambridge, MA, June 22, 2019, 
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/consequences-weaponizing-us-dollar. 

6  See, e.g., The euro’s global role in a changing world: a monetary policy perspective. Speech by Benoît Cœuré, 
Member of the Executive Board of the ECB, at the Council on Foreign Relations, New York City, 15 February 2019, 
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/key/date/2019/html/ecb.sp190215~15c89d887b.en.html. 
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In the region of South Eastern Europe, Turkey, a NATO country but with a 
complicated relationship with both the US and the EU, has repeatedly expressed its 
interest in building protected trade mechanisms alternative to the dollar. In the case of 
Ankara, unlike other emerging powers, there is no intention to question the dominant role 
of the dollar in international financial exchanges but rather to be able to escape the system 
of secondary (extraterritorial) American sanctions affecting Iran. The trade between Turkey 
and Iran is indeed very significant for the two countries and in the past Ankara has always 
tried to keep the financial and commercial channels with Iran as open as possible, even 
during the peak of sanctions (2012-2015) against Iran. This policy contributed to an 
increase in the tensions between the US and Turkey over the violation of US sanctions as, 
according to Washington, some important Turkish banks have violated US sanctions 
against Iran, using the dollar in transactions between Turkey and Iran. This led to the 
arrest of few Turkish businessmen and opened the risk of huge sanctions against Turkish 
banks and financial system. For these reason, and taking into due consideration the 
lessons from the past, Turkey has begun, like other countries, to work out alternative 
hypotheses that can protect its trade with Iran even in the presence of unilateral American 
sanctions that make impossible or highly risky the use of the dollar. There are basically 
three alternatives from this point of view: the use of national currencies, protected payment 
systems, cryptocurrencies. 

The use of national currencies represents the first and simplest alternative for two 
countries that want to trade with each other avoiding the use of the dollar. In fact when 
third countries are using the dollar to settle their payments, they are attracted into the US 
legal system, since the payment instrument ultimately represents a US financial service 
and its users are subjected to US Treasury actions, even if they are non-US citizens or 
entities. The dollar in international trade can therefore be used entirely safely only in 
compliance with US law, that includes extraterritorial effects. Turkey, after the problem of 
the vulnerability of its financial system in the case of use of the dollar for international 
payments with countries under US sanctions, has taken steps in 2017 to sign an 
agreement with Iran for the use of national currencies (lira and ryal), in joint commercial 
transactions. The agreement was signed between the two central banks and was aimed at 
reducing conversion costs and protecting trade with Iran in products prohibited by the 
American legal system but lawful according to the Turkish one. The agreement was 
supposed to reduce dependence on trade between the two countries from the use of the 
euro and the dollar and act as a multiplier for bilateral trade relations. The purchase of 
petroleum products in Turkish lira, in fact, would oblige Iran to repurchase a counter value 
in Turkish goods, pushing up bilateral trade, which in 2018 was under 10 billion dollars in 
value. The agreement on the use of national currencies also followed an agreement for 
preferential bilateral trade in 2015, but these measures have not produced the expected 
results so far. On the contrary, as the new American sanctions of 2018 entered into force, 
Turkey has acted differently from its declarations of supporting Tehran after US 
denunciation  of  JCPOA, progressively  adapting  to  American  restrictions; this produced  
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small reward with Ankara receiving a waiver, that is a concession of importing a small 
amount of oil. At the expiration of the waiver Turkey was in compliance with the US 
embargo, confirming the difficulties of challenging directly the US financial system.  

The second method to exit the dollar system in Turkey's international trade would be 
to use a secure payment system, such as those recently established by the European 
Union or Switzerland, based on bartering and exchange of goods guaranteed by a 
dedicated payment system bilaterally built between the two states. However it remains 
unlikely that Turkey will build its own Special Purpose Veichle, (this is the name of this 
type of instruments), but rather the possibility of joining the European one, called INSTEX, 
could be taken into consideration. This instrument, based in France and operating as a 
private law company, is currently supported by the governments of France, Germany and 
Great Britain, but according to its regulation it is allowed to be expanded to other countries, 
also extra-European. 

Finally, the third option is that of the cryptocurrency world. The domain of the crypto 
currencies, due to the characteristics of its decentralized and anonymous system of 
operation unrelated to either the dollar or other fiat currencies, represents an alternative 
not only to the system of international exchange in dollars but an alternative to state 
currencies, opening scenarios of financial disintermediation that go beyond the simple 
question of dollar hegemony in the international trade system. Until now, attempts to 
create state cryptocurrencies (significant is the case of Venezuela with the Petro) have not 
produced significant effects. Normally, state cryptocurrencies are in some way related to 
raw materials that guarantee their value, something that Turkey, as a country poor in raw 
materials, cannot achieve. However, Turkey is considered one of the countries in the world 
with the highest level of use of cryptocurrencies as financial instruments. According to 
market research firm Statista1, in 2019 20% of those who hold financial payment 
instruments also have cryptocurrency funds. The popularity of cryptocurrencies in Turkey 
has grown, as the propensity to maintain precious metals, in parallel with the weakening of 
the Turkish economy and the significant devaluation of the Turkish lira in 2018. However, it 
cannot be ruled out that Turkey could in the future participate in a cryptocurrency created 
by a third country and supported by its natural resources. This could be achieved by a 
small group of countries interested in building an exchange instrument for alternative and 
protected international trade with respect to the traditional dollar. 

                                                           
1  https://www.statista.com/forecasts/1003012/financial-product-usage-in-turkey 
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The countries in the Middle East and North Africa are facing formidable economic 
challenges under the pressure of rapid global change and the evolution of technologies 
and financial tools alternative to traditional financial approaches. Some have made 
remarkable progress. For others the choice is between, on the one hand, the pursuit of 
economic, institutional and political reform by which they can develop more rapidly; and, 
on the other, delaying such reform, thereby risking economic decline and reduced social 
and political stability, not least in the face of rapid population growth. The key is to take 
advantage of the economic opportunities brought by the globalization process and to make 
productive use of the region’s considerable human, financial and physical resources.        
The Middle East and North Africa region, even if threatened by wars and conflicts, has a 
great potential to achieve major economic and social improvements, and thereby become 
a full-fledged actor in the global economy. It can do so by increasing its overall 
competitiveness if it pursues co-operation within the region as well as with Europe. 
Additional positive factors are the signing of bilateral free-trade agreements with the 
European Union, the size and strength of the Israeli economy, and the performance of 
Jordan in terms of trade liberalization and structural adjustment - the best in the Mashreq. 
In other words, this particular area has a great potential to become - especially by taking 
advantage of the relative economic strength of Israel - the engine for economic growth in 
the entire region.1 

Morocco and Tunisia are the two countries in the Maghreb which have the most 
developed economies and which have come furthest along the road of structural 
adjustment. They have also signed bilateral free-trade agreements with the European 
Union, a fact that is likely to favor trade and investment in the Maghreb in the years to 
come. Today's global competitive pressure, along with increased domestic demand for 
employment, is forcing the countries in question to accelerate the pace of reform. Such 
measures should promote macroeconomic stability, help implement credible and 
consistent trade liberalization and privatization policies, tailor educational policies to the 
real needs of the economy, and eventually help alleviate poverty through sustained 
growth; furthermore, one possible useful tool could be the access to cryptocurrency as a 
way to expand the market opportunity avoiding dependence and influence from abroad. 

Looking at the global economy and market, United States enjoys an exclusive 
position of power over the world’s financial system thanks to the supremacy of the US 
dollar. As consequence, several countries’ competitors would be about to adopt a solution 
alternative to the supremacy of the US Dollar: cryptocurrency.2 

US dollar is broadly accepted as the world’s reserve currency, meaning that foreign 
governments stockpile dollars and use them to take part in international trade. This means 
that much of global trade must run through US banks, and the US government can gain 
advantage during a conflict by cutting off adversaries’ access to dollars.                          
For decades, there has not been a good way to conduct significant international commerce 
                                                           
1  Economic development in the Middle East and North Africa, Report Doc. 8069, Netherlands Parliamentary Assembly, 

Standing Committee, 7 April 1998. 
2  Orcutt M., “Crypto rogue” nations want to use blockchains to undermine the US dollar, MIT Technology Review, 1st  

August 2019. 
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without moving through the US-led global financial system3, but now new solutions are 
being built using block chain technology.4 

In the near term, what we will see is a small-scale sanctions-evasion operation that 
use existing coins and cryptocurrency exchanges.5 The three most important nations 
investing in cryptocurrency, which are able to influence North African and Middle Eastern 
countries, are Russia, Iran, and China. China in particular, which is the most important 
investor in Africa and actively involved in infrastructural projects connected with the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI, or OBOR - One Belt One Road) is actively exploring the long-
term potential of block chains to help to engage in trade without having to rely on US 
dollars. 

In brief, today’s cryptocurrency system is slow and ineffective to be considered as a 
real competitor to the US-led system. However, this is a short-term obstacle. 

                                                           
3  Fanusie Y., Logan T., Foundation for Defense of Democracies (FDD), Washington. 
4  Orcutt M., “Crypto rogue”…, cit. 
5  Ibidem. 
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The European Union has created a mechanism that will allow European countries to 
trade with Iran despite US sanctions, an opening move towards Tehran1 to convince the 
Iranians to respect the JCPOA, the 2015 nuclear agreement2. INSTEX, Instrument in 
Support of Trade Exchanges, will allow the exchange of goods without requiring direct 
money transfers. It was recorded after months of negotiations and technical talks following 
the unilateral exit from the agreement in May 2018 by the Trump administration. 

In November 2018, the US administration removed from the list attached to the 
Executive Order 13599 the subjects related to the definition of "Government of Iran" or 
"Iranian financial institution", reinserting them within the Specially Designated Nationals 
and Blocked Persons list (SDN). This implies the US ban on providing specialized financial 
messaging services to banking institutions and the Iranian central bank. It has also 
resulted in a quasi-isolation on which the recent update of the European block regulation3 - 
for the protection of European companies from secondary sanctions - has reduced 
effectiveness. 

The new entity acts as a clearinghouse, denominated in Euro, to conduct trade with 
European companies. It is a barter agreement that operates outside the global financial 
system dominated by the United States (the dollar determines oil and metals’ price, 
represents more than 60% of the international debt and 62% of global foreign currency 
reserves, while the euro is only 20%). Trade will concentrate on non-sanctionable goods, 
but there are doubts that it will give the troubled Iranian economy enough advantage by 
slowing runaway inflation and currency depreciation. The entity initially aims at small and 
medium-sized European companies and the trading volume will probably remain limited. 

INSTEX will create a virtual ledger to balance the assets: payments will be 
exchanged between EU companies that import and export to Iran, and the same will 
happen on the Iranian side - the counterpart in Tehran is the Special Trade and Finance 
Institute, STFI. The parties will be able to complete transactions without Euro in Iran, or 
Rial in Europe. INSTEX is not expected to deal with oil-related transactions, Iran's main 
source of foreign currency, which have significantly fallen since last year. 

INSTEX is a corporation under French law, with headquarters in Paris and a capital 
of 3,000 euros, the company name including the three EU member countries signatories of 
the JCPOA. It is chaired by a German citizen, Per Fischer, a former Commerzbank official, 
and managed by a committee of 3 diplomats: Simon McDonald, Permanent 
Undersecretary of State for Foreign Affairs of the United Kingdom; Miguel Berger, head of 
                                                           
1  E. Ventura, “INSTEX: la scommessa europea per salvare l’accordo nucleare con l’Iran”, CeSI, 24 luglio 2019; 

https://bit.ly/317zPv5.  
2  “EU mechanism for trade with Iran 'now operational'”, DW, 28/06/2019, https://bit.ly/2GgUdCj.  
3  European Parliament, “Updating the Blocking Regulation. The EU's answer to US extraterritorial sanctions”, June 

2018; https://bit.ly/2M5vth6; Regulation (EC) 2271/96, pag. 5: “known as the 'Blocking Regulation', was first adopted 
on 22 November 1996 to protect EU businesses 'against the effects of the extraterritorial application of legislation 
adopted by a third country'. The EU initially adopted the regulation in 1996 as a countermeasure to US extraterritorial 
economic sanctions against Cuba, Libya and Iran, which EU governments argued benefited US foreign policy 
interests at the expense of the sovereignty of EU Member States. The annex to the Blocking Regulation sets out the 
measures the regulation seeks to 'block'. On 6 June 2018, the European Commission adopted a delegated act to 
update the annex to the Blocking Regulation. Once adopted, the revised annex will include the recent US measures 
on Iran (For the purposes of this briefing, US laws concerning Cuba that also feature in the annex to the Blocking 
Regulation are disregarded).” 
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the economic department of the German Foreign Ministry and Maurice Gourdault-
Montagne, general secretary of the French Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs. The EU 
did not contribute as a member to the establishment of the special purpose vehicle, but the 
E3 group sought broader support from all 28 EU Member States, gathering the interest of 
Austria, Belgium, Finland, Holland, Spain, Slovenia and Sweden4. European companies 
and banks that do business with the United States may still be reluctant to negotiate with 
Tehran: so far, there has been a mass escape5.  

The International Court of Justice, with the 3rd October 20186 decision, has set that 
the United States must comply with measures that suspend the enforceability of secondary 
sanctions relating to the sale in Iran of goods belonging to the humanitarian channel.         
The Hague Court has imposed the release of the licenses and the necessary 
authorizations to guarantee banking support to the commercial relationships for the sale of 
food, agricultural products, medicines and medical devices. 

The United States has promised to continue the "maximum pressure" campaign on 
Iran7 to affect its ballistic missile program and growing influence in the Middle East, 
warning European banks and businesses that they could face severe fines and penalties 
for violations. 

"If we cannot sell our oil and we do not enjoy financial transactions, then I do not 
think that keeping the deal will benefit us more," Ali Akbar Salehi, head of Iran's Atomic 
Energy Organization, said in January 2019. 

Iranian President Rouhani is under pressure to get out of an agreement that the more 
conservative wing has resisted from the start. According to Deputy Foreign Minister Abbas 
Araqchi, INSTEX is a step forward but still not sufficient8. Iran also looks at Russia and 
China (the oil trade in the last few months has decreased remarkably), the other 
signatories of the nuclear agreement, to maintain trade flows by challenging the United 
States. 

According to the European Council on Foreign Relations, the United States has 
established unilateral rules on secondary sanctions that abuse their global financial 
dominance9. Acting swiftly, Europe could strengthen its credibility with Iran and increase 
the E3's pressure on the US administration, showing that it has substantial resilience to 
Washington's unilateral sanctions and policies. 
 

                                                           
4  B. Romano, “Italia e Polonia frenano il dispositivo salva Iran”, Il Sole 24 Ore, 19/07/2019; https://bit.ly/2SQYHnW.  
5  S. Fleming, “Currency warrior: why Trump is weaponizing the dollar”, Financial Times, July 1, 2019. 
6  V. Rugge, “Sanzioni USA all'Iran: la contromossa dell'Europa”, ISPI, 22 febbraio 2019; https://bit.ly/2OoRLjx.  
7  S. Maloney, “As Trump moves to cut off Iran’s oil revenues, what’s his endgame?”, Brookings Institution, April 22, 

2019; https://brook.gs/2Gn3712.  
8  S. Dowling, “INSTEX: Doubts linger over Europe's Iran sanctions workaround”, Al Jazeera, 1 July 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2RP8t9U.  
9  E. Geranmayeh, “Trading with Iran via the special purpose vehicle: How it can work”, ECFR, 07 February 2019; 

https://bit.ly/2DYhOqA.  
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Currency is one of the major issues in the debate on the economic development of 
the African continent. In effect, currency and its exchange rate are one of the most 
important compensation mechanisms for negotiating the terms of inclusion in the global 
market of goods and capital1. The absence of effective monetary sovereignty has long 
been considered one of the main causes of underdevelopment in Africa: the de-facto 
continuity between the hetero-directed currency regimes of the colonial period and the 
surreptitiously sovereign currency regimes of the post-independence period was one of the 
keys to explain Africa's anchoring to the status of supplier of cheap commodities in 
exchange for advanced industrial goods2. Despite the establishment of central banks with 
exclusive minting powers, African currencies still remain subject to the price fluctuations of 
one country’s main export goods, with little capacity for trade outside national borders.  
The desire to ensure greater stability against devaluation and inflation explains the 
contemporary tension of various regional organisations on the continent towards the 
creation of common currency platforms3.  

An example of this trend is the East African Community (EAC), which is committed to 
creating a currency that will overcome national fragmentation by 2024. The leaders of 
Kenya, Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda and Uganda have met regularly since 2014 to 
establish a roadmap for achieving the necessary macro-economic parameters4. However, 
declarations of intent have not always been followed by concrete progress. In the case of 
the EAC, regional currency integration plans have slowed down as a result of doubts 
arising from the Euro experience and fears of restructuring the balance of power in the 
region5. By 2019, for example, the payment system set up to ensure the free convertibility 
of regional currencies was dominated by the Kenyan schilling for more than 98% of 
transactions6. The limited share of intra-continental trade in the trade basket of many 
African countries represents a further obstacle to the creation of a common currency7. 
 

Currency and power politics in eastern and southern Africa. 

The debate on the adoption of alternative exchange currencies to the dollar is 
particularly relevant also for the restructuring of power relations out of the African 
continent. The equation between geopolitical ambitions and monetary hegemony has 
always been a  crucial  element in the formation of informal empires: in Africa, the colonies  

                                                           
1  Jeffrey Herbst, States and Power in Africa, Comparative Lessons in Authority and Control, Princeton University 

Press, 2000, p. 204. 
2  I. Wallerstein, The World System and Africa, Diasporic Africa Press, 2017. 
3  Business Times, 10 July 2019. https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/banking-finance/west-africa-should-decide-on-

common-currency-by-2020-ivory-coast 
4  The East African, 19 May 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/business/Adoption-of-single-EAC-currency-to-take-

longer/2560-5121338-6ssgmbz/index.html 
5  H. Bass, M. Malovic, D. Rwehumbiza, A common currency for the East African Community? Lessons from the 

introduction of the Euro, International Business and Global Economy, 37, 2018.  
6  The East African, 20 May 2019. https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/business/EAC-states-waver-on-a-freely-convertible-

currency-regime/2560-5123290-13tme8a/index.html 
7  Andreas Eberhard-Ruiz & Alexander Moradi, 2018. "Regional Market Integration and City Growth in East Africa: 

Local but no Regional Effects?," CSAE Working Paper Series 2018-09, Centre for the Study of African Economies, 
University of Oxford. 
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played a considerable role in supporting Britain's residual imperial ambitions through the 
pound system after the end of World War II8. In the second half of the twentieth century, 
the definitive affirmation of the dollar as the international currency of reference favoured 
the advancement of US influence in areas of former European competence and the 
dominance of the Bretton Woods organisations over the international architecture of 
development cooperation9. It is no coincidence that the current questioning of the 
dominance of the dollar by the so-called BRICS countries has been accompanied by the 
creation of an alter ego of the World Bank and Monetary Fund with the aim of diversifying 
financing options for the so-called Global South10.  

A reflection on the breakdown of US and European hegemony in Africa and the rise 
of new powers from Asia cannot ignore China. The Chinese currency Renmimbi (or Yuan) 
has undergone a rapid process of internationalization in recent years, thanks also to the 
increase in the volume of bilateral trade with Africa and to the fact that a substantial part of 
African foreign debt is now under the control of Beijing. The official certification by the 
Monetary Fund on the global status of Renmimbi came in October 2016, when it rose to 
the rank of reserve currency in the organization's basket alongside the dollar, pound, yen 
and euro11. Eastern and southern Africa were a sort of laboratory for Beijing’s challenge to 
the dollar, due to the ramification of Chinese capital along the route of the Belt and Road 
Initiative. The Chinese government has entered into a growing series of currency swaps 
with the aim of undermining the dominance of Western financial institutions12. Zambia was 
the first country to offer banking services in Yuan in 2011, while Angola signed an 
agreement for the free convertibility between the local and Chinese currencies in 2015, 
thanks also to the importance of oil in bilateral trade13. In the following years an increasing 
number of African countries established similar mechanisms, attracting the concerns of the 
US administration14. 

Zimbabwe's capital, Harare, can be considered a reference centre for discussions on 
the adoption of alternative international currencies. The chairman of the Russia-Zimbabwe 
business council made a proposal to replace the dollar with the rouble in bilateral 
transactions with Moscow, noting that the use of this currency would facilitate the 
operations of Russian investors in Africa.15 In May 2018, Harare hosted a meeting of the 
Macroeconomic and Financial Management Institute of Eastern and Southern Africa, an 
institute that brings together economists and central bankers from 14 countries in the area.  

                                                           
8  G. Krozewski, “Sterling, the minor territories and the end of formal Empire, 1939-1958”, Economic History Review, 

46, 2, 1993. 
9  J. Freeman, American Empire, 1945-2000, Penguin Group, New York, 2012. 
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11  China Daily, 2 January 2019. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201901/02/WS5c2c2a45a310d912140520d8.html 
12  China Daily, 31 January 2019. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201901/31/WS5c528b4ea3106c65c34e78c0.html 
13  Business Chief, 9 September 2016. https://africa.businesschief.com/finance/2534/The-rise-of-renminbi-yuan-across-
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15  RT, 29 October 2018. https://www.rt.com/business/442513-russia-africa-dollar-away/ 

https://www.africaportal.org/features/can-china-free-africa-dependency-mighty-dollar/
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201901/02/WS5c2c2a45a310d912140520d8.html
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201901/31/WS5c528b4ea3106c65c34e78c0.html
https://africa.businesschief.com/finance/2534/The-rise-of-renminbi-yuan-across-Africa
https://africa.businesschief.com/finance/2534/The-rise-of-renminbi-yuan-across-Africa
https://af.reuters.com/article/nigeriaNews/idAFL2N1VZ2A3
https://www.rt.com/business/442513-russia-africa-dollar-away/


Alternative payment systems in international trade.  

What chances of success and what consequences for the world economy? 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 78 

The objective of the conference was to discuss the possible acquisition of the Yuan as a 
reserve currency for the respective currency baskets, given the common financial 
exposure to Beijing16. The rise of the Yuan in the world monetary chessboard was also 
confirmed by the data of the Monetary Fund for the last quarter of 2018, when it 
consolidated as the fifth reserve currency after the dollar, euro, pound and yen17. 
Countries such as Mozambique, whose trade with China has increased by 35% in the last 
year, now hold about 10% of their currency reserves in Renmbimbi18. Despite the data 
suggesting steady growth, it is unlikely, however, that the Chinese currency will be able to 
undermine the US currency's role as a means of trade for African products in the medium 
term. The obstacles are not only of a political nature: Chinese commercial enterprises also 
prefer the Dollar as a means of payment for their transactions in Africa, as it is an effective 
shield against volatility and the risk of depreciation of local currencies19.  

                                                           
16  Reuters, 29 May 2018. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-yuan-africa/african-finance-leaders-to-debate-chinas-

yuan-as-a-reserve-currency-xinhua-idUSKCN1IU00N 
17  Xinhua.net, 30 March 2019. http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-03/30/c_137935994.htm 
18  All Africa, 1 February 2019. https://allafrica.com/stories/201902010980.html 
19  Global Times, 30 May 2018. http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1104776.shtml 
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The de-dollarization process is one of the most important factors within the economic, 
political and strategic competition of the last few years, and it may cause changes in the 
structure of the international system as it regards some of the emerging powers or those 
powers which intend to revise the economic-financial and global political-strategic status 
quo. This process was reinvigorated by the trade disputes between the United States and 
China as well as by the use of the dollar by the current US administration as a tool aimed 
at strengthening the sanctioning policies, in order to rebalance what Washington perceives 
as a situation of disadvantage caused by the alleged currency manipulation by commercial 
competitors1.  

Recently Craig Cohen, an analyst at JPMorgan Chase, predicted the possible 
forfeiture of dollar as the dominant currency: what has been given the United States an 
“exorbitant privilege”, according to the well-known definition of the then French Finance 
Minister, Valéry Giscard d'Estaing. Since the Federal Reserve holds the monopoly of the 
printing money of the universally accepted means of payment (dollar), Washington can 
issue debt in its own currency, manage substantial deficits (in foreign accounts) without 
apparent consequences, take advantage of lower financing costs and less exposure to 
foreign economic shocks and, last but not least, exercise its global political and strategic 
hegemony2.  

According to Cohen, the economic rise of Asia, which currently represents 50% of 
GDP and two thirds of global economic growth, will lead to a progressive increase in 
transactions in currencies other than the dollar, even if the latter were not officially 
replaced as dominant international currency. Basically, the Asian economic growth – and 
conversely the political one – could affect the value of the dollar and advantage the 
adoption of a mix of other currencies and other valuable assets, such as gold3.  

As a matter of fact, the economic uncertainty caused by commercial tensions, slow 
growth and low or negative interest rates have induced central banks around the world to 
increase their gold reserves at a rapid pace: in 2018 the central banks recorded the 
strongest demand for gold, since 19714.  

The change in the dynamics inherent in another key element of dollarization, the 
connection between the US currency and oil trade, could contribute to de-dollarization. 
Nowadays Beijing has surpassed Washington as the world's largest importer of crude oil, 
partly due to the increase in oil production in the United States over the past decade. 
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The expansion of American domestic production has already led Washington to 
reduce imports by around 25% since 2010, at the same time as the Chinese have 
increased their oil imports. This trend could induce Beijing to pay the trade deficit related to 
oil imports through its own currency: petroyuan futures, launched in March 2019 in the 
Shanghai International Energy Exchange, have already exceeded the corresponding 
petrodollar futures in terms of volume in Singapore and Dubai. At the same time, the oil 
companies of Russia, Iran and Venezuela have already begun to accept the yuan as a 
payment currency for Chinese imports5. 

Because of the sanctioning policies and the continuous geopolitical tensions, Russia 
is one of the main actors involved in the de-dollarization process and in the strengthening 
of the economic and commercial partnership with China. According to the Financial Times, 
the idea of Andrei Kostin (director of the Russian VTB bank) of converting the reserves of 
banks and Russian companies into other currencies would have been supported by the 
Russian Ministry of Finance, the Central Bank and President Vladimir Putin6. 

As already mentioned, one of the main indicators of de-dollarization is the gold 
purchase. Moscow's gold reserves have exceeded 100 billion dollars, mainly due to the 
increase in the price of gold and the desire to boost the reserves of this precious metal. 
According to the latest data published by the Russian Central Bank, in the single month of 
June 2019 Moscow acquired over 18 tons of gold, bringing the total Russian reserves to 
2208 tons, equivalent to a value of 100.277 billion dollars. Since the beginning of this year, 
Moscow has increased its gold reserves by about 96.4 tons7. In 2018, the Russian Central 
Bank was the world leader in terms of acquired gold reserves, 274.3 tons, the largest 
quantity ever obtained in a single year, according to the World Gold Council8. 

The current sanctions led Russia to also decrease its currency reserves in dollars 
(from 29% to 10%, at the end of March 2019): in this regard Benn Steil, economist at the 
Council on Foreign Relations, admitted that Russia is making a real “strategic change in its 
reserves, towards the possession of less dollars and more assets in other currencies”9.  

In the second quarter of 2018, after a new round of sanctions imposed by 
Washington, the Russian Central Bank reallocated 101 billion dollars of its foreign 
exchange reserves in order to acquire the equivalent currency in euros, renminbi and yen. 
This operation makes the Russian share of Chinese currency equivalent to about ten times 
that of the global central banks: these shares represent about a quarter of the world 
reserves in yuan, according to data from the International Monetary Fund. Morgan Stanley 
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has also estimated that in 2018 the Russian Federation was the main buyer of Chinese 
bonds, representing more than 90% of the inflows into the Chinese bond market10.  

A further element is provided by payments for exports from Moscow to Beijing. 
According to RBC, the share of dollar payments has fallen below 50% for the first time in 
history: from 75.1% in 2018 to 45.7% in the first quarter of 2019. In addition, if we consider 
both the imports and exports of goods and services between Russia and China, the share 
of dollar payments has dropped dramatically but still accounts for 55.7% of the total ($ 
14.7 billion out of a total of $ 26.4 billion). At the same time, the share of euro payments in 
Russian exports to China rose from 0.7% in the first quarter of 2018 to 37.6% in the first 
quarter of 201911. 

The Russian approach, like that of other states, is not only driven by economic and 
financial considerations, but it also has a political and strategic character. Elvira Nabiullina, 
governor of the Russian Central Bank, explained that Moscow's drive towards de-
dollarization, adopted especially over the past two years, concerns “the reduction of the 
economic and political risk deriving from the actions of the current United States towards 
the countries that do not follow US policies”12. 

 
Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

It is foreseeable that the de-dollarization process does not lead, in the short term, to a 
sudden decline of the dollar as the dominant international currency. Historically, the origin 
of the pre-eminence of the American currency (over the British pound) is traced back to 
the Bretton Woods agreements (1944). In substance, however, the value of the pound had 
already eroded several decades before the Second World War, following a gradual path 
during which the slow economic and political decadence of Great Britain was flanked by 
the rise of American economic power. However, the historical parallelism with the decline 
of the pound to the advantage of the dollar does not take into account the fact that 70% of 
all global commercial transactions are still carried out in dollars and the share of dollars in 
global currency reserves still accounts for 63-65%. Therefore, at present no regional or 
national economy is in a position to completely abandon the dollar for the simple reason 
that the American currency is still dominant in international regulations and foreign 
exchange reserves13.  

Nonetheless, it is possible to glimpse the beginning of a phase that could lead to the 
gradual abandonment of the US currency by Asian economies, especially if the 
sanctioning regime and protectionist policies of Washington should persist. As a matter of 
fact, the tendency to seek alternatives to dependence on the dollar is pushing an 
increasing number of states to adopt other national currencies as a payment system for 
the bilateral exchange of goods and services. The acceleration of this trend, or its constant 

                                                           
10  Ivi.  
11  “U.S. Dollar's Share Collapses in Payments for Russia-China Exports”, The Moscow Times, 26/07/2019 

(https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/07/26/us-dollars-share-collapses-in-payments-for-russia-china-exports-
a66587).  

12  “Russia’s Central Bank: ‘US Dollar Is Now An Unreliable Tool’”, Russia Briefing, Dezan Shira & Associates, 
31/05/2019 (https://www.russia-briefing.com/news/russias-central-bank-us-dollar-now-unreliable-tool.html/).  

13  “The World Trends Toward De-Dollarization”, Medium, 05/09/2018 (https://medium.com/@kvantorcom/the-world-
trends-toward-de-dollarization-d282fc97fb8f).  
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continuation over time, could erode the dominance of the dollar and inaugurate a system 
that implies the use of a basket of national currencies (or even cryptocurrencies, with the 
consequent threat for the monetary sovereignty of states14).  

Nonetheless, in the Russian case there are some variables that make uncertain such 
a process. If it is true that the increase in bilateral trade with China can favour the 
abandonment of the dollar as a payment currency, it is equally evident that Russia remains 
predominantly an exporter of raw materials and energy, which are goods whose markets 
are still dominated by dollar. In this framework, a change could take place if the Kremlin 
persuaded its European partners to use national currencies in bilateral trade15. 

Overall, the de-dollarization process is linked to the willingness of the proponents - 
and Russia is among the main ones - to distance themselves from the influence of the 
dollar in order to pursue a multipolar world order. However, the possibilities of carrying out 
such a project, in the medium-long term, are linked both to the actual weight of the 
economic-financial interchange between the proponent states (Russia, China, India, 
Turkey, Iran, etc.) and to their economic growth, as well as to the conditions of the US 
economy and its foreign debt. 

 

 

                                                           
14  Miguel Ángel García Vega, “Facebook y su moneda libra ponen en jaque la soberanía monetaria”, El País, 

13/07/2019 (https://elpais.com/economia/2019/07/10/actualidad/1562751520_024812.html).  
15  According to an article published by Ivan Danilov for the Russian agency RIA, the Russian Finance Minister (and first 

Deputy Prime Minister) Anton Siluanov would have proposed to Emmanuel Macron and Angela Merkel, during the St. 
Petersburg Forum of 24-26 May 2018, the adoption of a sort of “petro-euro” as an alternative currency to the dollar in 
Russian-European trade. See: “Russian Finance Minister Siluanov: If The EU Refuses To Support The U.S. 
Economic Pressure On Russia – Moscow Will Help EU Start De-Dollarization”, The Middle East Media Research 
Institute, Special Dispatch No. 7510, 06/06/2018 (https://www.memri.org/reports/russian-finance-minister-siluanov-if-
eu-refuses-support-us-economic-pressure-russia-%E2%80%93-moscow).  
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Vladimir Putin welcomed Xi Jinping to Russia in early June. The two leaders took 
advantage of this meeting to re-launch what is increasingly appearing as their anti-dollar 
strategy. Russia and China have agreed to strengthen the use of their national currencies, 
the rouble and the yuan, in bilateral trade1.  

Today more than ever, Moscow and Beijing are under pressure because of the trade 
sanctions Washington has imposed on them, and because of President Donald Trump 
unpredictability. Hence the need to try to reduce the use of US dollars on their respective 
economies by tying them more between each other and by trying to establish a payment 
system that is less dependent on the US dollar2. A system that, although this reflection has 
not yet been officialised, can grow and become a real alternative to the dollar system for 
other nations, starting from those that are already well connected to Moscow and Beijing.  

For China, the "dollar" issue is also a strategic one. China is the second world power, 
the second largest economy in the world and the first global power in terms of exports, but 
its national currency continues to play a marginal role in the international financial system. 
The global power President Xi Jinping is building is certainly a country that must be 
capable of imposing the yuan as a valuable international currency. 

In March 2018, Beijing launched its first renminbi-denominated oil contract: the move 
has been interpreted as an open challenge launched by the petro-yuan to the petro-dollar 
order3. In addition, since the yuan has been included in the International Monetary Fund 
Special Drawing Rights (SDR) basket on October 1st, 2016, China has finally succeeded in 
increasing its currency exchanges, especially with Asian countries4. And yet, despite these 
ambitious efforts to facilitate the internationalization of the yuan, Beijing has not managed 
to increase the number of transactions in yuan, whose market share, between 2014 and 
2016, shrank from 2.8 to 2 percent5.   

India is in an even weaker position, which attempts to internationalize the rupee even 
more unrealistic. Until the end of 2018, the Indian economy suffered a lot due to a strong 
depreciation of the national currency. If at the beginning of 2018 the rupee had come to 
lose 12 percent of its value, by the end of the year it had recovered a bit, stabilizing at -
8.46% compared to the previous twelve months. In what the press labelled “a moment of 
desperation”, New Delhi even proposed Beijing to sign an agreement to increase the use 

                                                           
1  It is important to remember that it is not the first time that Russia and China are trying to agree on ruble-yuan 

exchanges, and that all previous attempts have failed. Karen Yeung, “Why China and Russia are struggling to 
abandon the US dollar and forge a yuan-rouble deal”, South China Morning Post, January 15, 2019, 
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/2182192/why-china-and-russia-are-struggling-abandon-us-
dollar-and 

2  Charles Wallace, “Are Russia And China Trying To Kill The Dollar?”, Forbes, August 14, 2018, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/charleswallace1/2018/08/14/are-russia-and-china-trying-to-kill-king-
dollar/#416f55a67948 

3  Stefan Lakocevic, “Le Petro-yuan, une alternative sérieuse au pétrodollar ? ”, EdFin, June 14, 2018, 
http://edfin.fr/2018/06/14/le-petro-yuan-une-alternative-serieuse-au-petrodollar/  

4  “Cina, yuan inserito nel paniere delle valute di riserva dell’Fmi”, EuroNews, November 31, 2015, 
https://www.msn.com/fr-fr/actualite/videos/cina-yuan-inserito-nel-paniere-delle-valute-di-riserva-dellfmi/vi-AAfQ9Uy 

5  Colby Smith, “China’s currency will not replace the US dollar”, Financial Times, September 19, 2018, 
https://ftalphaville.ft.com/2018/09/19/1537329600000/China-s-currency-will-not-replace-the-US-dollar/ 
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of rupees and yuan in bilateral transactions, but the Indian proposal was not taken into 
consideration by China6.  

At the beginning of 2019, however, the depreciation not only became a vague 
memory, but the value of the Indian currency reversed the trend and appreciated by 1.8 
percent. Just enough to allow the newly re-elected Narendra Modi to present these results 
as a personal success. Although, on paper, India is a country with a huge economic 
potential, the appreciation of the national currency is certainly not enough to solve all its 
economic problems, nor to project the rupee as a potential alternative to the US dollar. 
Indeed, markets operators remain very suspicious because they fear that the appreciation 
is only temporary and that there might be new unexpected fluctuations soon7.  

If it is true that Russia, China, India and several other nations are now trying to 
impose their national currencies on a regional or international scale, according to their 
capacities, this new attitude does not imply that they are achieving their desired results.       
A research coordinated by the economists Ethan Ilzetzki of the London School of 
Economics and Carmen Reinhart and Kenneth Rogoff of Harvard University showed that, 
until 2015, 62 percent of the countries had their currencies pegged to the US dollar and 
about the same percentage of developing countries was borrowing dollars. Only less than 
30 percent of nations were using the Euro to keep their exchange rate stable and only 13 
percent of developing countries were borrowing euros in significant quantities. The British 
pound and the Chinese yuan, instead, appear only very rarely in statistics8. 

Finally, when looking at the composition of bank reserves, the US dollar remains the 
dominant one (70 per cent of total share). The Chinese yuan comes after the Euro, the 
Japanese yen, the British pound, the Canadian dollar and the Australian one9.  

Why is the dollar's weight so difficult to downsize? It is not just a matter of the 
relevance of US economy and its trade outreach. According to Moody's, it is the 
transparency of the US financial market, the predictability and credibility of US monetary 
policy that is making the difference10. Even if there will be a readjustment in the 
composition of the currencies ratio used for commercial exchanges or as bank reserves, 
years, if not decades, will be needed to downsize the relevance of the US dollar as an 
international currency. In addition, it is too hard to say that, in case this will happen, the US 
dollar will be replaced by the Chinese yuan, the Russian rouble or the Indian rupee, as all 
these currencies are still very far from playing even a marginal role in international 
financial dynamics. Finance has its own rules and transparency and predictability are two 
key variables for international operators. It is also for this reason that China cannot hope to 
have a great future in this sector: all market operators know that the Chinese Communist 
Party can, at any time, change the rules of the game. This awareness inevitably affects the 
level of transparency and reliability associated to the People's Republic of China.   

                                                           
6  Chen Qingqing, “India urged to stabilize its currency before a yuan-rupee payment plan with China”, Global Times, 

December 3, 2018, http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1130165.shtml 
7  Nupur Anand, “Can the Indian rupee sustain its rally?”, Quartz India, March 19, 2019, 

https://qz.com/india/1575770/indian-rupee-rallies-against-dollar-on-foreign-inflows-crude/ 
8  Ethan Ilzetzki, Carmen Reinhart, Kenneth Rogoff, “Exchange Arrangements entering the 21st Century: Which Anchor 

will hold?”, NBER Working Paper Series, Working Paper 23134, Cambridge, National Bureau of Economic Research, 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w23134 

9  Colby Smith, op. cit.  
10  Ibid. 
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It is not the first time that there is a clear intention to introduce new payment systems 
for international exchanges. At the end of the First World War, the decline of British power 
and the complicated economic transition from a warfare to an economy of peace time 
gradually limited the use of GBP currency in international trade. And until the advent of the 
Bretton Woods system, economic uncertainty was one of the factors that inhibited 
international economic connections. From that moment until the present day, the US dollar 
has become the currency of exchange par excellence in the international transactions of 
the West, first, and, with the end of the Cold War, of the whole world. In this sense, the 
extension of the dollar as a currency used for international exchanges revealed the 
perception that the United States was the only super-power left standing from the ashes of 
the fall of the Berlin Wall. In this perspective, the intention that China, Russia, India, Iran 
and Turkey are demonstrating in order to identify alternative forms of payment to the US 
dollar must be read. The possible scenarios that open up for Latin America today intersect 
two different contexts: the economic context and the political-strategic one. 

As regards the first context, the dollar, in the collective imagination of Latin American 
countries, represents an important reference currency. Except for Brazil, which has 
achieved a certain monetary stability since 1998, a large part of Latin America has become 
anchored to the dollar: from the experiences of fixed and free exchange with the dollar like 
those of menemist Argentina or Correa's Ecuador , to the interventions of the International 
Monetary Fund in the region (the intervention in Ecuador last spring is only one of the 
last1), the US currency has been (and continues to be) the great protagonist of the 
economic realities of the area. The dollar, in fact, is often perceived by Latin American 
citizens as a safe currency to save their savings from the plague that historically crosses 
national economies, inflation. Precisely for this reason, the management of dollar reserves 
in (public and private) banks is one of the most sensitive issues for the Latin American 
ruling classes. In this sense, all those economies that are achieving negative 
performances (such as that of Venezuela or Argentina) could benefit from the emergence 
of new payment systems alternative to the dollar for international trade because they 
would limit their dependence on the dollar, a scarce or very good difficult to obtain.        
And this is precisely the meaning of the proposal launched by the Venezuelan president, 
Nicolás Maduro who is trying to spread, in recent months, a new virtual currency, a crypto-
currency called Petro. 

As for the second context, the political-strategic situation seems to be more viscous. 
On one side, China and Russia have long approached the international anti-American axis 
that brings together Maduro's Venezuela, Daniel Ortega's Nicaragua, post-castrist Cuba 
and Evo Morales's Bolivia. An approach that was initially based on an economic arena: 
China, in particular, has shown itself to be very inclined to shift its investments towards 
these Latin American Countries2. In addition to the economic aspect, Russia and China 
                                                           
1  E. Tapia, «Equipo técnico del FMI aprobó segundo desembolso del crédito para Ecuador», in El Comercio, 

30/05/2019 [available on line at https://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/equipo-fmi-desembolso-credito-ecuador.html, 
last access 29/07/2019]. 

2  G. Fornes, A. Mendez, The China-Latin America Axis: Emerging Markets and their Role in an Increasingly Globalised 
World, London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2018. 
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have also shown themselves to be in favour of strategic-military approximations: both 
powers, in fact, have engaged in arms trade in the countries of the anti-Yankee axis.        
Then there was the political support (promoted, above all, by Russia3) towards the 
madurist Venezuela, strongly criticized by a good part of the inter-American and, more 
generally, international community. 

The political-strategic context, however, is enriched by a further nuance. Since 2011, 
Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Peru have gathered in the Pacific Alliance, a form of regional 
economic integration that openly seeks to promote the expansion of Latin American trade 
towards the Asian pivot. It was a novelty for the Latin American scenario. It is a novelty 
partly because these Countries has historically been more commercially connected with 
the United States or Europe. It is a novelty partly because the four member countries of 
the Alliance were the ones that showed the greatest economic dynamism in the area. 

The scenarios that emerge from the dialogical connection of these two analytic 
contexts are multiple and, so far, imponderable. The intentions of China, Russia, India, 
Iran and Turkey can create new development opportunities for Latin American countries if 
and only if the latter will be able to start virtuous economic cycles. But the challenge today 
still seems to be at the beginning. 

 

                                                           
3  A. Kurmanaev, «Venezuela’s Collapse Frays Its Economic Ties With Russia», in The New Tork Times, 17/06/2019 

[available on line at https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/17/world/americas/venezuela-russia-economy.html, last 
access 29/07/2019]. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/17/world/americas/venezuela-russia-economy.html


Pacific 
Fabio Indeo 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 87 

After decades of total pre-eminence of the US Dollar as the main currency used in 
the international trade, in recent years some countries have been engaged to develop 
alternative payment methods, in order to disengage their economies from the over-reliance 
on the US Dollar: these countries are also working to create a new international system of 
financial payments which could balance the US-created SWIFT (Society for Worldwide 
Interbank Financial Telecommunication), because in the current political scenario the 
United States are perceived as a non-reliable trade partner. 

We can observe that the main supporters of this de-dollarization process are the 
countries, which have open disputes (in the political, economic, diplomatic or military field) 
with the United States: Russia, China, Iran, Turkey, but also India, Brazil and South Africa 
within the BRICS group. Especially Russia and China have made the most significant 
progress to create an alternative payment system to the US Dollar, reducing the influence 
of the American currency in their national economies. 

In 2018 China and Russia signed an agreement to increase the use of their national 
currencies (Yuan, or Renminbi, and Rubbles) in bilateral and international trade, with the 
clear goal to reduce their dependence on the US Dollar and to downplay Washington's 
strategy which - according to the Sino-Russian point of view - aims to employ the US 
Dollar as a “trade weapon” to impose sanctions.1 In fact, if we consider that about 40% of 
the global transactions is based on the SWIFT international payment system - and on the 
US Dollar - it is evident that the threat to exclude some countries from the SWIFT system 
represents for Washington a strong tool of influence.  

Although the Chinese Yuan currently ranks at the fifth place as payment currency 
used for the global trade, the Sino-Russian attempts to promote a new and alternative 
payment system based on their national currencies and to incentive the use of their 
national credit cards (Mir in Russia and UnionPay in China) will allow to avoid the use of 
SWIFT for several transactions, so reducing the impact and the negative effects of the 
American sanctions.2 In 2020 the bilateral trade between China and Russia will surpass 
US$200 billion, which represents a good reason to further proceed with the reconversion 
process of the payment system, with a special focus on the energy sector where they want 
to increase the use of Yuan and Rubbles as the main currencies to realize transactions 
within the lucrative and reciprocally profitable commercialization of oil and natural gas.3 

In addition, the Southeast Asian countries - as members of the ASEAN regional 
organization - have openly expressed the desire to reduce risks linked to the fluctuations 
of the US Dollar-exchange rate, promoting a rising use of their national currencies. 

This idea has been recently discussed during the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMIM) - a 
regional forum  also known with the name of ASEAN+3 (China, Japan, South Korea) - held  

                                                           
1 Chris Devonshire-Ellis, China, Russia Agree to Belt and Road Alternative Payments Systems, Silk Road Briefing, 

November 22, 2018, https://www.silkroadbriefing.com/news/2018/11/22/belt-road-alternative-payments-systems-
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2 Karen Yeung, China and Russia look to ditch dollar with new payments system in move to avoid sanctions, South 
China Morning Post, November 22, 2018, https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/2174453/china-
and-russia-look-ditch-dollar-new-payments-system-move  
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in the Fiji Islands on May 2, 2019 and attended by the Finance Ministers and the Central 
Bank Governors of the involved nations.4 CMIM forum was created in 2000 with the aim to 
provide financial allocations to the countries in order to prevent the devastating effect of a 
potential currency crisis, similar to 1997 events. 

ASEAN countries now have the possibility to access Asian currencies - if there are 
emergency conditions - which could favour their large use as well as a rising allocations of 
these as foreign exchange reserves.5  Furthermore, the introduction of the Yuan and 
Japanese Yen in the CMIM currency swap agreement will allow ASEAN countries to be 
less vulnerable in the case of a new currency crisis, because they will be less dependent 
on the performance of the US Dollar.6  

At present, the CMIM currency swap safety net is valued at US$240 billion: according 
to the regulations in force, each country can borrow a fixed quote in the case of liquidity 
risk, but 70% of this quote is subjected to the conditionality clauses of the International 
Monetary Fund (to encourage austerity and a rationale granting of loans in order to avoid 
risks of default).7  

The amount of this buffer fund is one of the main problem for the ASEAN countries, 
because it appears inadequate to deal with the impact of a future financial and currency 
crisis: for instance Thailand holds a quota of US$22 billion, but in the case of a serious and 
systemic liquidity crisis Bangkok could use only US$6 billion (the 30% of the planned 
quota which is not subject to the IMF clauses), which would be not sufficient in a condition 
of currency scarcity.8 

China has promptly moved in line with this ASEAN approach: in January 2019 China 
published a five year-plain aimed to strengthen the economic and financial integration 
between Chinese southern province of Guanxi and Southeast Asian countries and to 
promote the internationalisation of Yuan. This Chinese province shares a border with 
Vietnam and it should be the financial hub of the ASEAN-China economic cooperation. 

This plan reflects the determination of Beijing to promote the use of the Chinese 
national currency in the commercial relations with ASEAN states, facilitating cross-border 
trade, granting loans and investing in local projects within the Belt and Road Initiative, 
which will be expressly funded in Dollars. 

The global attempts to develop new and alternative system of payments - which will 
be based on different currencies and not more on US Dollars – represent an interesting 
evolution able to ensure a greater flexibility in the currency markets as well as a tool to 
mitigate the effects of a potential global economic crisis. 

Even if these efforts could have a positive impact in the medium term, the concrete 
affirmation of an alternative payment system appears a long process, considering that 
currency such as the Chinese Yuan currently account for about 2% of the global 

                                                           
4 Hisao Kodachi, Takashi Nakano, ASEAN opens door to yuan and yen for currency safety net, NIKKEI, May 3, 2019, 
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payments, while the US Dollar accounts for 40%: these data show that a rebalance of the 
global system is necessary and welcomed, but it is strictly linked to the economic and 
monetary policy undertaken by the single states. 

The Chinese ambition to promote the internationalization of the Yuan is combined 
with the interests of ASEAN countries to bolster their economic capacity to deal with future 
potential financial crisis such as the disastrous economic crisis happened in 1997, 
progressively disengaging from the US Dollar and using other alternative hard currencies: 
in this strategy of monetary diversification, the main goal is to reduce the vulnerability 
deriving from the unbalanced reliance on a single currency. 

The rising use of the Chinese Yuan in the ASEAN economic space is eased by the 
Beijing's huge investments in the Southeast Asian countries, estimated at more than US$ 
1.5 billion in the first five months of 2019.9  

The strategy to grant loans in Yuan and to impose the Chinese national currency in 
the bilateral trade (and also among ASEAN countries) show the common will to jointly 
develop a regional system of payment based on the progressive reduction of the US 
Dollar's influence. 

                                                           
9 Fabio Indeo, Regional impact of the US tariffs against China: focus on ASEAN and Australia, 
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Consequences and issues of the African Continental Free Trade 

Agreement (AfCFTA) 

 
In the capital of Niger – Niamey - on 7 July last, the leaders of 54 African states have 

ratified the African Continental Free Trade Agreement (AfCFTA) for establishing and 
regulating a continental free trade area. A historic pact that according to the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) forecasts will favor the creation of a 
market of 1.2 billion people and a gross domestic product (GDP) of $2.5 trillion1. 

Numbers that in practical terms constitute the largest international trade agreement 
for the participating countries, and even the most important since the establishment of the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) in April 1994. 

The path that led to the birth of the AfCFTA is far back in time. Its origin can be linked 
to the Lagos Action Plan, adopted in 1980 by the then Organization of African Unity 
(OUA), which emphasized the need to create an economic union among all the African 
countries within twenty years. 

This understanding, on 3 June 1991, led 34 African leaders to sign the Abuja treaty, 
which established the African Economic Community (CEA) with the declared objective of 
creating free trade areas, customs unions, a single market, a central bank and a common 
currency. The CEA has also created a number of regional economic communities in 
different parts of Africa, which are the pillars of the organization2. 

In 2002, the OAU was succeeded by the African Union (AU), which as envisaged in 
article 3 (c) of the Constitution Act has among its objectives that of "accelerating the socio-
economic integration of the continent"3. The concrete steps to get to the creation of a new 
continental free trade area will come with the AU Summit held on 15 and 16 July 2012 at 
Addis Ababa. While in the 25th African Union Summit in Johannesburg will be started the 
negotiations, which took place in the following three years. 

The AfCFTA will see its realization in March 2018 in Kigali, Rwanda, with the signing 
of 44 countries and the illustrious absence of Nigeria and South Africa, the two largest 
continental economies. Even if, four months later Pretoria will decide to join. During the 
following months, eight other nations have signed the treaty, with the sole exception of 
Eritrea, Benin and Nigeria. These last two countries have decided to join the agreement at 
the Niamey conference on 7 July, while Eritrea is the only African state that remains 
outside the great continental pact. 

The goal set by the 54 signatory states is to inaugurate a new course for Africa 
development, supported by the progressive elimination of customs duties between the 
countries involved, and the free movement of goods. While in a more attenuated form, 
further benefits could come from the exchange of services within the continent, which has 
not recorded the economic boom achieved in recent decades by trade blocs in other parts 
of the globe.  
                                                           
1  www.uneca.org/publications/african-continental-free-trade-area-questions-answers 
2  https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/webditc2016d7_en.pdf 
3  https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/34873-file-constitutiveact_en.pdf 



Focus 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 92 

A gap partly attributable to the weak share of intra-regional African trade, which 
according to official statistics of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) represented only 17 per cent of total exports in 20174. An almost insignificant 
share, when compared with 59 per cent in Asia and 68 per cent in Europe recorded in the 
same period5. Which shows how African countries have poor trade relations with their 
neighbours, preferring to trade goods with the foreign, mainly with European countries. 

An imbalance caused by the fact that it is more convenient for Africans to buy goods 
from countries outside the continent, in order not to run into that tangle of commercial rules 
and customs tariffs. Which have so far made the intra-African market extremely expensive. 

All this has produced negative consequences both on employment and on the 
economic growth of the entire continent, which according to the World Economic Forum 
(WEF) forecasts, with the entry into force of the agreement should record a significant 
increase6. Furthermore, WEF analysts believe that a single large duty-free market should 
encourage large local companies to apply the economy of scale, which involves reducing 
average production costs in relation to the growth of plant size.  

The AfCFTA will generate other positive effects by the increase in demand, which will 
lead to rise in production. In addition, a consequent lowering of unit costs with a direct 
impact on consumers will be able to buy products and services at a lower price7.               
A favourable combination of factors, which should allow African companies to hire more 
workers and Member States to secure higher tax revenue. 

However, the achievement of these results will take time and the abolition of customs 
barriers will take place gradually after the entry into force of the AfCFTA. It is planned that 
the total elimination of duties on 90 per cent of the goods will take place in the medium-
long term, within the next five to eight years. Leaving African governments the possibility to 
indicate a 7 per cent of sensitive products, which will be liberalized in even longer times.  

In addition to excluding from the process, about 3 per cent of the merchandise 
categories considered essential for the interests of the individual countries. This is to 
protect, at least in a first phase, the most vulnerable sectors of the economies adhering to 
the free trade agreement. 

The forecasts drawn up by the AU, UNECA and UNCTAD on the increase in total 
trade in the continent originating from the AfCFTA are optimistic with growth estimates 
ranging from 10.2 per cent to 15.5 per cent, with an increase of 52.3 per cent compared to 
projections for 20228. The main beneficiaries of this large increase in African commercial 
activity are the industrial and agricultural sectors. The latter, according to the experts of the 
WEF, will in particular be able to take advantage of the increase in the food market, the 
strengthening of trade in agricultural products and the transformation of the sector9. 

                                                           
4  https://stats.unctad.org/handbook/MerchandiseTrade/ByPartner.htm 
5  Ibidem 
6  www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/02/how-a-single-market-will-transform-africa-s-economy/ 
7  Ibidem 
8  A. Matheson, The AfCFTA is laudable, but its imminent benefits are overstated, in «African Arguments», 26 June 

2019. http://bit.do/eZRUw 
9  M. Kituyi, This African trade deal could improve lives across the whole continent, in «Weforum.org», 13 May 2016. 

https://bit.ly/2JLOB5b 
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There is not lack of critical voices, highlighting the negative repercussions deriving 
from the decrease in revenues deriving from customs taxes. Over to warn that in the 
liberalization process the weaker economies may not be able to withstand the competition 
of the more structured ones. 

On the other hand, the AFCFTA supporters argue that the decrease in revenues from 
customs taxes would be compensated by an increase in income and real wages, because 
of the exports growth. While the significant upsurge in intra-regional trade should boost the 
continent's industrialization, with a consequent growth in employment. 

However, these forecasts are subject to the satisfaction of some critical issues, such 
as the lack of adequate infrastructures in many African countries. Which will allow the 
more infrastructure-equipped nations such as South Africa, Kenya, Egypt, Morocco and 
Ethiopia to achieve the benefits expected from the AfCFTA more easily10. 

Other elements that can represent a serious obstacle to give a concrete turn to the 
ambitious pan-African project are represented by vast areas of instability in some 
countries, excessive bureaucracy at the borders, non-harmonization of regulatory 
measures, corruption and the persistent scourge of unemployment. 

Ultimately, the AfCFTA represents an important step towards the continent's 
economic integration, but African governments still have a lot of work to do to reach the 
coveted goal. Primarily, they will have to work to allow the benefits spaced out as evenly 
as possible, ensuring that no country is left behind and ensuring that the agreement 
becomes a catalyst for sustainable economic development throughout the continent.  

The success of the agreement represents the real test to consolidate the Africa 
growth and improve the quality of life of its population. But above all the demonstration that 
all the countries of the continent are able to act as a single player to become protagonists 
of their own future. 
 

                                                           
10  https://infomineo.com/africa-continental-free-trade-area/ 
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From Theresa May to Boris Johnson: a short history of Brexit in first 

semester 2019  

 

Much has happened in the United Kingdom since the last Brexit update in January 
2019: the EU-UK Withdrawal Agreement (WA) of 14 November 2018 was rejected three 
times by the British Parliament; the official deadline for Brexit has been moved several 
times from 29th March 2019 to 31 October 2019 - the so-called “Halloween Brexit". 
Eventually, Prime Minister Theresa May resigned on 7 June 2019 and after an internal 
selection on 23 July 2019, Boris Johnson was appointed leader of Conservative party and 
Prime Minister. 

You will find below a short history of Brexit in the first half of 2019 up to the 
appointment of Prime Minister Johnson. 

On 15 January 2019, the EU-UK WA was rejected for the first time by the British 
Parliament by 432 to 202. By considering the numbers, a few Conservative MPs voted 
against Ms May government. 

The following day, the vote of no confidence on a motion by Labor leader Jeremy 
Corbyn to go to early elections was rejected by 325 to 306. All the Conservatives voted for 
the government, despite differences of opinion, while all opposition parties, such as Labor, 
the National Scottish Party and the Lib-Dem, voted against the government.                   
The Democratic Unionist Party of Northern Ireland (DUP), which supported the May 
government, voted in favor and with its 10 votes allowed the government to pass the 
confidence vote, otherwise government would have lost by one.1 

On January 21, Ms. Theresa May delivered a speech on Brexit in the House of 
Commons, stating that there were only three options for Brexit with a deal: 1) approving 
the WA of November 2018; 2) revoking the procedure of article 50 of the Treaty of the 
European Union (TEU) and therefore renouncing Brexit; 3) postponing the deadline of 29 
March 2019.  

In the latter case, Prime Minister May added, it was necessary to give a serious 
motivation. Revoking the art.50 TEU meant to disavow the June 2016 referendum, and 
therefore the popular vote. Likewise, holding a second referendum would have created a 
precedent with significant implications for British referendums, thus questioning issues 
already previously addressed by referendums such as Scotland's independence. For the 
May government, the easiest way was to approve the WA, already rejected on 15 January 
2019. The issue was made urgent by the Northern Ireland issue and the need to comply 
with the Belfast agreements. There was the danger of a resumption of the civil war, as 
proved by the Londonderry attack of 19 January 2019, which was quoted at the beginning 
of Ms. May’s speech.  

                                                           
1  “May's government survives no-confidence vote” BBC 16 January 2019 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-

46899466  

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46899466
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46899466
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The WA was the only one to assure compliance with the Belfast agreements, by means of 
the backstop. So through a Written Ministerial Statement (section 13 EU Withdrawal Act) a 
motion was proposed to be voted by the House on 29 January 2019.2 

On 29 January 2019, the House of Commons voted on nine amendments to the 
government's proposal, of which only two were approved with government support: 
 the proposal to avoid a "no deal" Brexit or to avoid the United Kingdom leaving the EU 

without any agreement and the related political declaration. A motion proposed by 
Caroline Spelman (Conservatives) and Jack Dromey (Labor). 

 The proposal to replace the backstop with alternative agreements to avoid a "hard 
border" between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. A motion proposed by Sir 
Graham Brady (Conservatives). 

 
The Brady proposal was voted by the Conservatives and the DUP, but Boris Johnson 

conditioned his support to the request to re-open the WA with the EU to modify the 
backstop, thus receiving positive response from the Prime Minister.3 

The priority focused on avoiding a "no deal Brexit" and finding a solution to the Irish 
question. The government's motion on the WA renegotiation strategy, including a change 
to the backstop, was however rejected by the parliament by 303 to 245. However, 67 
Conservatives MPs abstained, including the pro-Brexit European Research Group (ERG), 
being contrary to an exclusion of a "No deal" Brexit.4 

With the deadline of 29 March 2019 approaching, the Parliament has devoted itself to 
a series of Brexit-related votes. 

On March 10, Prime Minister May met in Strasbourg with the President of the EU 
Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, agreeing on minor changes to the WA. The opinion of 
Geoffrey Cox, attorney general, stated that the changes to the WA are legally binding and 
reduced the risk that the United Kingdom may be held back indefinitely and unintentionally 
in the single market through the backstop, but these do not eliminate it. 5  Cox's opinion 
strongly influenced the opposition to the WA, and on March 12 the WA, repurposed by the 
government for a second parliamentary vote, was again rejected by 391 to 242.                     
The negative margin was lower than in the January vote, but the WA was still far approval. 

On March 13, two motions were voted: 
• The first proposal by Labor MP Yvette Cooper, asked for the ban on a “no deal Brexit” 

to be extended even beyond the deadline of 29 March 2019. It was by 312 to 308. In a 
second vote, the majority was reinforced by 321 to 278. The motion was however not 
binding for the government under British law. The government wanted to keep a “no 
deal Brexit” as an option for negotiating with the EU, so it had asked conservative MPs 
to vote against, but even some ministers voted in favor, despite party discipline.6 

                                                           
2  British government official website “PM statement to the House of Commons on Brexit: 21 January 2019”  

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-to-the-house-of-commons-on-brexit-21-january-2019  
3 “Brexit amendments: What did MPs vote on and what were the results?” BBC, 29 January 2019 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46959545 
4 “Brexit: Theresa May suffers fresh Commons defeat” BBC 14 February 2019 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-

47245992  
5 “May's Brexit deal is dead. MPs must take control” the Financial Times, 13 March 2019 
6 “Brexit: MPs vote to reject no-deal Brexit” BBC, 14 March 2019 https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47562995 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-statement-to-the-house-of-commons-on-brexit-21-january-2019
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-46959545
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47245992
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47245992
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-47562995
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• The second proposal known as the "Malthouse compromise" - by the proposing minister 
Kit Malthouse – was meant to move the deadline from 29 March to 22 May and leave 
the EU even in the lack of an agreement. This was rejected by 374 to 164. 

 
Eventually, on March 14, the Parliament approved an amendment by 412 to 210 for 

the extension of Brexit deadline beyond March 29: in the case of WA approval, the 
deadline was to be moved to June 30, to avoid the European elections planned for May-
June. In the event of non-approval of the WA, the May government should have asked for 
a longer postponement to restart the negotiation with the EU. 

With this mandate, Prime Minister May attended the European Council on 21 March 
2019, asking for an extension of the deadline to 30 June 2019, which the Council agreed 
on two scenario options: 
1. If the WA had been approved by the British Parliament, the Council would have granted 

an extension to 22 May 2019 – which was the date proposed by the Matlhouse 
compromise. 

2. If the WA was not approved, the Council would extend the date to April 12, pending 
directions from the May government.7 

 
On March 29, Parliament rejected the WA for the third time by 344 to 286. Previously, 

on March 18, the speaker of the House of Commons, John Bercow, had opposed on a 
third parliamentary vote on the WA. 

On April 5, Prime Minister May wrote a letter to the EU, asking for an extension of the 
12 April 2019 deadline. On April 10, a special meeting of European Council granted an 
extension of the deadline up to 31st October 2019 (hence "Halloween Brexit"), hoping on a 
WA approval. Should the WA not be approved by 22 May 2019, the United Kingdom would 
have had to organize and hold the European elections, failing to do this the UK would have 
automatically left the EU on 1 June 2019.8 

At the beginning of May, Deputy Prime Minister David Lidington confirmed that the 
European elections would be held on 23 May 2019, as it was no longer possible to 
postpone them. In the European elections, the Brexit Party, founded a few weeks before 
by Nigel Farage, formerly leader of the UKIP, took 32% of the votes, while the 
Conservatives dropped to 9%, the Party’s lowest result at any election. 

The following day, facing the electoral result, Theresa May announced her 
resignation. 

 Boris Johnson, who is a former mayor of London and until his resignation the foreign 
minister of the May 1 and 2 governments, is among the Conservatives a key supporter of 
the "Hard Brexit". He was also repeatedly indicated by President Trump as a possible 
British prime minister, and an interlocutor for a US-UK trade agreement. Prior to his 
appointment as Prime Minister, he had declared that it was possible to deliver Brexit even 

                                                           
7 Remarks by President Donald Tusk after the European Council meeting (Art. 50), European Council meeting 21 March 

2019 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/press/press-releases/2019/03/21/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-after-
the-european-council-meeting-art-50/ 

8 European Council “Special meeting of the European Council (Art. 50) (10 April 2019) – Conclusions” 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39042/10-euco-art50-conclusions-en.pdf 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/press/press-releases/2019/03/21/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-after-the-european-council-meeting-art-50/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/press/press-releases/2019/03/21/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-after-the-european-council-meeting-art-50/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39042/10-euco-art50-conclusions-en.pdf
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in the lack of an agreement (No Deal). After his election, he also said he was confident he 
could get a better Brexit agreement with the EU. 

In any case, his political line will be officially announced at the Conservatives 
Congress in Manchester from 29 September to 3 October 2019, just a few days before the 
deadline of the "Halloween Brexit". 
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Acronyms list 

 

 
A2 / AD: anti-access / area denial 
AFRICOM: United States Africa Command  
AMISOM. African Union Mission in Somalia  
AQMI: Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
ASI: Italian Space Agency 
BJP: Bharatiya Janata Party  
BRI: Belt and Road Initiative 
BRICS: Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa (BRICS). 
CIA: Central Intelligence Agency 
CMA: Coordination of Azawad Movements 
COMINT: Inter-ministerial Committee for space and aerospace-related policies 
CT: Critical Threats 
DRC: Democratic Republic of the Congo 
DSPSN: Domestic Space Policy Strategic Document 
DVSS: Space strategic vision document 
E3: European Three (Germany, France, Great Britain) 
ECB: European Central Bank 
EU: European Union  
FCAS: Future Combat Air System  
FCG5S: Joint Force G5 Sahel 
GATIA: Groupe Autodéfense Touareg Imghad et Alliés pro-Bamako  
GCC: Gulf Cooperation Council  
GSIM: Group for supporting Islam and Muslims 
INSTEX: Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges 
IS: Islamic State 
ISCAP: Province of the Islamic State in Central Africa 
ISGS: Islamic State in the Greater Sahara 
ISIL: Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 
ISIS: Islamic State of Iraq and Syria  
JCPOA: Joint Comprehensive Plan Of Action 
MB/D: million barrels per day 
MGCS: Main Ground Combat System 
MINUSMA: United Nations multidimensional integrated mission in Mali 
MSA: Movement for the Salvation of the Azawad 
MUJAO: Movement for Uniqueness and Jihad in West Africa 
NDA: National Democratic Alliance  
OPEC: Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
PRC: People’s Republic of China 
QUAD: Quadrilateral Security Dialogue  
SPV: Special Purpose Vehicle 
SSA: Space Situational Awareness 
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SST: Space Surveillance and Tracking 
SWIFT: Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication 
TPLF: Tigray People’s Liberation Front  
UAE: United Arab Emirates 
UN: United Nations organisation 
UPA: United Progressive Alliance  
US: United States 
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The “Osservatorio Strategico” puts together analysis and reports by 
specialized researchers. 

The areas of interest monitored during year 2019 are: 
 Euro/Atlantica (USA-NATO-Partners); 
 European Defence Initiatives and technological development; 
 The Balkans and the Black Sea; 
 Mashreq, Gran Maghreb, Egypt and Israel; 
 Sahel and sub-Saharan Africa; 
 Persian Gulf; 
 Horn of Africa and Southern Africa; 
 Russia, Central Asia and the Caucasus; 
 Southern and Eastern Asia; 
 Latin America; 
 Pacific. 

 

The essence of the “Strategic Monitoring” is made by the different 
contributions (structured into main events and critical analysis) regarding 
the mentioned areas. 
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