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    Introduction


    Felipe Sahagún


    



    «Revolution will be in the air in 2017», announced Daniel Franklin, editor of The Economist’s annual publication focusing on the year ahead, in mid-November. «Not only is it the centenary of the Bolshevik takeover in Russia, it is also 150 years since the publication of the first volume of Karl Marx’s ‘Capital’ and 50 since the death of Che Guevara... For good measure, the year marks the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther’s 95 theses… which led to the Protestant Reformation.»1 It will not be hard to find parallels between the conditions that have produced upheaval in the past and the rebellious mood in the year ahead.


    Robert Cooper, former advisor to Tony Blair and subsequently to Javier Solana in the European Union, compares the current transition with that from the medieval to the Renaissance worlds which Shakespeare experienced and recounted in several of his works. «Things are no different today», writes Cooper. «How were we stupid enough to think that overthrowing Saddam Hussein would bring peace and democracy? New states always run the risk of developing into civil wars.»2 Based on his analysis, the team of editors of Política Exterior relativised the current changes in the first edition of the journal in 2017: «Order and disorder have always coexisted. Even in periods of prosperity of empires or of balance between major powers, conflict and instability have, with varying degrees of intensity, been permanent elements of history.»3


    If we were to ask Google every December which has been the worst year ever it would probably always reply that the past one. Our short collective memory, the media’s tendency to always highlight the most negative aspects and the jumble of information from the social media, dominated by the latest breaking news, lead to the same result.


    Aware of how easy it is to manipulate the often biased and uninform opinion of the majority, in 2013 The Atlantic asked a select group of intellectuals and academics which year they considered to have been the worst for mankind. One went back sixty-five and a half million years to the meteorite Chicxulub, which changed life on Earth. Others chose the smallpox epidemic which in 1520 ravaged the Americas, then newly discovered by the Spaniards. Others still opted for 1914, the start of the First World War, or the ill-named Spanish flu of 1918, the deadliest pandemic experienced to date. The magazine Slate repeated the survey with experts in July 2016. One historian suggested the year 72,000 BC, when a volcano in Sumatra erupted with the force of a million and a half Hiroshima bombs. Another pointed out 1348, the year the Black Death hit Europe. Someone else mentioned 2003, the year the United States invaded Iraq, with negative effects that heightened the tension that had been latent since the decolonisation of the Middle East and northern Africa.


    «Bolshiness is back», was the title of the Economist columnist Adrian Wooldridge’s reflection on the transition from 2016 to 2017. «The similarities to the world that produced the Russian revolution are too close for comfort. This is a period of miserable centenaries.»4


    Indeed, 2014 was the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War, which destroyed the liberal order built in Europe west of the Danube and the Rhine following the Vienna Congress of the previous century. In 2016 came that of the Battle of the Somme, one of the bloodiest in military history. In 2017, it will be 100 years since the Bolsheviks seized power, putting an end to the tsarist empire and unleashing one of the worst tragedies of the twentieth century: from Stalinism, with its 20 million people killed as a result of the collectivisation of agriculture and forced industrialisation in the USSR, to the Nazism and fascism that emerged partly in reaction to communism. It is also 60 years since the signing of the Treaty of Rome, which marked the start of the European project now in the grip of what its leaders describe as an existential crisis.


    «I like to think I’m an optimistic guy, but 2017 is the most significant year for political risk since World War II», tweeted Ian Bremmer5 of Eurasia Group on 30 January.


    The sources or causes of such a high risk, in his opinion, are Trump’s election victory, a possible reaction by China to his excesses and/or provocations, the foreseeable weakening of Merkel, a slowing of the structural reforms needed in both developed and emerging economies, fragmentation and crisis in the Middle East owing to war, terrorism and the consequences of technological revolution (energy, connectivity, cyber, automation and forced transparency), political pressure on the central banks, the clash between the White House and Silicon Valley, political uncertainty and economic volatility in Turkey, all the risks associated with a nuclear regime in North Korea versus an unpredictable United States and a South Korea in the throes of political crisis, and the destabilisation of southern Africa owing to internal conflicts.


    



    The end of a system


    



    The primary aim of the western powers since the death rattle of the Second World War has been to prevent a repetition of the conflicts into which the left- and right-wing authoritarian movements of the last century developed. For this purpose, they founded four global institutions (the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the GATT and the UN) and three regional ones (the Atlantic Alliance, the OECD and the European Communities) whose essential objectives were stabilisation, economic development and military security. The first two were achieved by means of more or less advanced social welfare systems that guaranteed growth with hitherto unseen minimum levels of solidarity and justice. The third, always directed by the US hegemon, was underpinned by a policy of containment and deterrence which halted the Soviet Union’s initial expansion and, beginning in the 1970s, hastened the end of the USSR.


    «This golden age is coming to an end», wrote Wooldridge6 in reaction to the uncertainty triggered by the results of the US presidential election of 8 November and the referendum on the United Kingdom’s future relationship with the rest of the European Union on 23 June, and the inevitable parallels between the victories of Donald Trump and Brexit and the destruction of the liberal international order in 1917.


    «How to address strategic uncertainty in a turbulent age?» asked Zbigniew Brzezinski, former US national security advisor during the Carter administration, on 3 January. «Since the end of the last major world war some 70 years ago, international peace has been preserved by the threat of the nuclear bomb», he pointed out. «However, its impact on global stability began to fade as more countries developed similarly destructive capabilities.»7


    Brzezinski is convinced that today the three major world powers  the United States, Russia and China  have no incentive whatsoever to resort to nuclear provocation, but he believes that caution and collaboration must prevail between them if a fundamental conflict is to be avoided. What many observers find most worrying is that the new president of the United States seems to pay more heed to Twitter and TV audiences than to his diplomatic and intelligence services.


    During his first days in office, President Trump began reversing the domestic policies of the past eight years, wrote Fareed Zakaria on 26 January in the Washington Post: «But with regard to the United States’ relations with the world, Trump seems far more radical. In word and deed, he appears to be walking away from the idea of America at the center of an open, rule-based international order. This would be a reversal of more than 70 years of US foreign policy.»8


    With the unilateral protectionist and anti-immigration measures he began coming out with no sooner had he taken up the presidency, Andrés Ortega warns that «he can stir up a global clash between middle and working classes: those of the United States and ‘other mature economies’ that have been short sold by globalisation and automation, and those of the emerging or developing economies that want to carry on emerging. That, translated into political terms, also in dictatorships, can lead to dangerous and destabilising situations.»9


    As Jessica Matthews recalled in the New York Review of Books, since the Second World War the two main US parties had accepted a foreign and security policy based on three principles: the decisive importance of extensive close allies, an open global economy that allows the United States to prosper and others to grow and is far removed from a zero-sum game, and faith in democracy and its advantages, though there was always debate about whether dictatorships should be tolerated, managed or confronted.10 It is difficult to be optimistic or entirely trust the balancing poles of the US system with a president who has been attacking these principles for 30 years as he believes them to be naïve and very costly.


    «Let’s hope not», answered Angus Deaton when asked in late December if the post-war liberal economic order is coming to an end. Deaton, winner of the 2015 Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences, argues in The Great Escape (2013) that the world is a much healthier and wealthier place thanks to centuries of economic integration. Deaton is loath to blame globalisation for the dissatisfaction expressed by millions of Americans and Europeans in last year’s elections. «I don’t think that globalisation is anywhere near the threat that robots are», he states. «I find it very hard not to think about the billion people who have been dragged out of poverty as a result.»11


    In an analysis published in 2016 on the rejection of globalisation, the Real Instituto Elcano agrees with Deaton’s diagnosis and explores five hypotheses which, according to the authors, explain the support garnered by the new parties: the economic decline of the middle classes, growing xenophobia in the West, large sectors of the population’s difficulties coping with technological change (as Branco Milanovic argues),12 the crisis of the welfare state and growing disgruntlement with representative democracy.13


    «All these intermingle and threaten the open society and the international order that has held sway for decades and been responsible for spectacular economic progress but has also produced growing material inequalities and inequalities of opportunity in advanced societies», they conclude.


    «Responding to the well-founded fears of their citizens is perhaps the greatest challenge confronting Western nations. The nationalist, protectionist, xenophobic and authoritarian leanings of many anti-establishment parties’ new agendas need to be combated by focusing on the causes from which they arise. Simply ignoring them and hoping that the storm will blow over, as has been the habit of recent years, is a recipe for failure. Developing better policies for integrating immigrants and refugees is crucial in this context. It is also necessary to ensure a better redistribution of the enormous amounts of wealth generated by globalisation, to emphasise the advantages of diversity and to prepare citizens for technological change, equipping them with the resources to adapt themselves. It is not so much a case of protecting against the effects of globalisation as empowering citizens, enabling them to get the most out of it to the fullest extent possible. Finally, it is necessary to give a better explanation of the limitations faced by the welfare state and the reforms it needs in order to be sustainable, and to open new public forums and channels enabling citizens to feel more and better represented.»14


    China’s president, Xi Jinping, made the most of his presence at the Davos summit this year to respond to Trump’s threats and present his country as a bastion of economic liberalism, free trade and globalisation. He stressed that the problems that concern today’s world «are not an inevitable outcome of globalisation», arguing that «no one will emerge as a winner in a trade war.»15


    Nevertheless, he distinguished between globalisation and the global governance system that still prevails 27 years on from the fall of the Berlin wall and, in his opinion, is obsolete as it serves a global order centred on the West. «The global financial governance mechanism fails to meet the new requirement and is thus unable to effectively resolve problems such as frequent international financial market volatility and the build-up of asset bubbles», he pointed out. «Yet his message was undercut by thumping contradictions: could the standard bearer for global liberalism really be an authoritarian Communist party boss who presides over a regime of media censorship, strict capital controls, a structural trade surplus and an economy that keeps key sectors closed to foreign investors?»16


    Judging by Trump’s inaugural speech of 20 January, this message fell on deaf ears: «For many decades we’ve enriched foreign industry at the expense of American industry, subsidized the armies of other countries, while allowing for the very sad depletion of our military. We’ve defended other nations’ borders while refusing to defend our own and spent trillions and trillions of dollars overseas while America’s infrastructure has fallen into disrepair and decay… From this day forward, a new vision will govern our land. From this day forward, it’s going to be only America first. America first.»17 And «we must protect our borders from the ravages of other countries making our products, stealing our companies and destroying our jobs. Protection will lead to great prosperity and strength.»


    We need to go back quite far in time, to the interwar period of the twentieth century, to find a message that is so critical of globalisation and its benefits  which vastly outweigh its negative effects in particular sectors and countries and which nobody denies  and so wrong about the situation of the United States and the world in the twenty-first century.


    The immediate response of the Chinese state-run tabloid The Global Times was to predict much more troubled times: «Frictions between the US and its allies, and trade tensions between the US and China seem inevitable within the four years ahead,» warned its editorial of 21 January. «Undoubtedly, the Trump administration will be igniting many ‘fires’ on its front door and around the world. Let’s wait and see when it will be China’s turn,» it added.18


    Germany’s first reaction was not much different from China’s, except that what Germany does affects all Europeans, and considerably. «I know, we must prepare ourselves for turbulent times, unpredictability and uncertainty,» wrote German’s foreign minister, Frank Steinmeier, on 22 January. «But I am convinced that we will find in Washington attentive listeners, who know that even big countries need partners in this world.»19


    This may be inferred from the first telephone conversation between the new chief of the Pentagon, retired general James Mattis, and NATO secretary-general Jens Stoltenberg. Both «agreed on the fundamental and enduring value of NATO for the security of both Europe and North America», explained the Alliance in a communiqué. «They also discussed pushing for increased military spending by NATO allies and stepping up counterterrorism.»20


    Regardless of what comes of the first meeting scheduled for February, Ambassador Carlos Miranda, former Spanish representative to NATO and London, advised first implementing the guidelines of the Global Strategy on Foreign and Security Policy for the European Union (Mogherini document) adopted in June 2016, stepping up NATO-EU cooperation and avoiding regional specialisation (NATO for the east and the European Union for the south).21


    Are these fears far-fetched? Will the new US president respect the alliances and agreements established by his predecessors? Will he merely renegotiate them to improve existing relations or will he distance himself from his traditional allies and adopt the ad hoc method begun by George W. Bush in Afghanistan in October 2001?


    Regarding what spurred more than 60 million Americans to vote for Trump, have globalisation, the digital world and the technological changes of the recent years been overvalued? Even former president Obama, influenced like so many others by Robert Gordon, an economist at Northwestern University, thinks they have. In Gordon’s opinion, the last major technological revolution is that which took place between the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and the economic growth achieved for decades as a result will not be repeated for a long time.22


    



    A world in disarray


    



    «The liberal world order established in the aftermath of World War II may be coming to an end, challenged by forces both without and within», wrote Robert Kagan in Brookings in January. «The external challenges come from the ambition of dissatisfied large and medium-size powers to overturn the existing strategic order dominated by the United States and its allies and partners… In recent years, however, the liberal order has begun to weaken and fracture at the core.»23 By voting for Trump, millions of Americans have shown they are unwilling to maintain the existing order.


    In a book published at the start of the year, A World in Disarray…, Richard Haass, president of the Council on Foreign Relations, analyses the origins of today’s international system based on the principle of national sovereignty following the Protestant reforms and the Peace of Westphalia which put an end to the Thirty Years’ War in Europe. He calls it World Order 1.0 and points out that «it is increasingly inadequate in today’s globalized world». After examining the main changes it has undergone since the mid-twentieth century, he concludes that states’ sovereign autonomy is no longer much use for solving many of the major international threats and proposes, on the basis of multilateral agreements and ad hoc coalitions along the lines of the recent Paris global warming agreement, negotiated limits on sovereignty to gradually build a new system, the World Order 2.0, in areas or fields such as terrorism, cyberspace, the proliferation of weapons, the environment, organised crime, migratory movements, the use of military force, health, self-determination, finance, tariffs and international trade. To start off with, he does not believe in bilateral and multilateral consultations at existing forums such as the G-20 or the UN Security Council. The aim, he stresses, is to gradually rebuild  or, where hardly anything has been done, as in cyberspace, create  new codes of international conduct or game rules that bring a bit of order to the jungle.24


    If Haass is right, the Trump administration’s first steps have been in the opposite direction, and if the fears of Kagan and many other observers are confirmed, «this new approach in American foreign policy is likely to hasten a return to the instability and clashes of previous eras… History suggests that this is a downward spiral from which it will be difficult to recover absent a major conflict.»25


    A few months before Brexit and Trump cast their clouds on the horizon, Emilio Lamo de Espinosa, president of the Real Instituto Elcano, made a detailed survey of the history of Europe from Juan Sebastián Elcano’s first voyage around the world in the sixteenth century to the fast-paced Europeanisation-westernisation of the world, which has given way in recent decades to «a global civilising process in which the explanatory variable, the driving force, is technoscience, which is spreading and converging all over the world, leading to a homogenisation of values and lifestyles through three processes.»26


    These three processes, which neither Trump nor anybody else can easily stop, are driven by:


    



    1. Products that pervade and westernise all societies, while paradoxically severing their ties with their origins.


    2. Technoscience, which today is taken to be software, logic and a way of thinking, a dominant culture.


    3. Science in its social dimension, its cultural impact, good governance, the rule of law, law, good economic policies, management of social problems.


    



    Faced with these challenges, which he describes as a «vital crossroads», «Europe is organising itself as a single unit in order to take on a central role in governing the new globalised world, in the ‘geopolitical ocean’ as it is called by ‘the president of the European Council’ Van Rompuy. Otherwise it will be relegated to increasingly more dependent and secondary role», he concludes.27


    In the first 2017 issue of Política Exterior, Professor Manuel Muñíz points out three main causes for the current political turmoil: the handling of the financial crisis of 2007, the uneven effects of globalisation and the breakdown of several states in the eastern Mediterranean and Middle East.


    He furthermore recognises that amid the din and confusion «another, more silent and incremental event has occurred: the advent of smart machines… with a deeply disruptive effect on the labour market and the distribution of income in our societies.»28 The solution calls for a new role of the state and the public sector.


    Some of the gravest consequences of the sum of all these processes, which date back to long before 2007, are widespread rejection of the elites, increased support for the far right in Europe  from 1 percent in the 1980s to more than 12 percent in 2016  and for the far left in southern Europe; and loss of support for the institutions and democracy as a form of government. Paradoxically, this is taking place in countries that generate significant aggregate wealth. Income per capita today is ten times higher in the United States and a hundred times higher in Spain than it was in 1960. This is a sign that the main problem lies in the distribution of wealth and the loss of credibility of the ruling class.29


    All the processes of transformation that defined the post-Cold War period  pacification, globalisation, regionalisation, free trade, disarmament, democratisation and defence of human rights  are beset by crisis. The recession of the liberal democracies is one of the most important. «One out of every six democracies that has existed during this past decade has failed  twice the failure rate of the late 1980s and early 90s», states Larry Diamond in his recent global study for Stanford University.30


    According to his study, the signs of this downward spiral are:


    



    
      	 Increasing state surveillance and censorship of the internet.


      	 Diffuse decay in the rule of law.


      	 Increasing fear and intimidation as protections for civil liberties crumble.


      	 Banning the receipt of financial and technical assistance by international aid agencies and democracy foundations.


      	 Blatant pressure on the business community to serve the ruling party.


      	 The cancerous spread of crony capitalism and state corruption.


      	


    


    «This is the playbook for strangling democracy that was deftly implemented by Vladimir Putin in Russia and Hugo Chavez in Venezuela in the early 2000s. In recent years Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has pursued it more and more aggressively, especially after the failed military coup attempt this past July. And the newly elected president of the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte, is quickly treading along a similar path», adds Diamond.31 Many other countries could be added to this list.


    Two further elements have hastened the global democratic recession:


    



    
      	 Ascendance of new tools and strategies by the most powerful and entrenched autocracies  especially Russia, China, Iran and Saudi Arabia  to contain democratic pressures in their own countries, undermine its spread regionally, and subvert the liberal international order by promoting authoritarian norms and institutions.


      	 Weakness of advanced democracies (especially in Europe and the United States), which have failed to respond to the authoritarian trend while struggling with growing illiberal, nativist and populist pressures of their own.


      	


    


    In its ninth «Democracy index» published in January 2017, the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) shows that 72 countries recorded a decline in democracy in 2016, almost double the number in which democracy advanced. The other 57 of the 167 countries analysed are at the same levels as in 2015. No region of the world recorded improvements, but Eastern Europe suffered the greatest setback.
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    According to the EIU, nearly half of the world’s population lives in democracy, but only 4.5 percent enjoy «full democracy», half the number recorded the previous year.32 If the United States was already among the fragile democracies, Trump’s victory and his statements on immigration, investments, trade, freedom of expression and torture, even if they do not translate into decisions, will undermine democracy and empower autocrats.


    



    From Obama to Trump


    



    As the outgoing US vice-president pointed out, figuring out how Donald Trump will conduct his foreign policy «is like a Rubik’s cube… We have no freakin’ idea what he’s gonna do … The question I get everywhere is: ‘Is American leadership going to continue?’»33 We would soon find out.


    Former British diplomat Shaun Riordan, the author of the chapter on Europe in the 2017 edition of the Panorama, compares Obama’s uncertain legacy with Britain’s ambiguous diplomacy prior to the First World War. Instead of disparaging or underestimating Trump, as many authors do, he recalls how many European intellectuals similarly disparaged Ronald Reagan. He points out that the decline of US hegemony following the Iraq war and the global financial crisis «may have been inevitable» and that although President Obama was not responsible for either, «the dangers of a transition to a multipolar world may have been exacerbated by his foreign policy, or rather the lack of a consistent policy.»34


    In his exit memo35 to President Obama, Secretary of State John Kerry defended the foreign-policy and security legacy of the outgoing administration with the following data:


    



    
      	 «President Obama has brought home about 160,000 troops from Iraq and Afghanistan» and ended «our combat missions».


      	 «We have decimated al-Qaeda core’s senior leadership in Afghanistan and Pakistan, including bin Laden, and we’ve targeted al-Qaeda’s affiliates in Yemen, Somalia, and elsewhere… the al-Qaeda that perpetrated 9/11 is today a shadow of what it was on January 20, 2009.»


      	 «Over the last two years, we have assembled a 68-member global coalition to degrade and ultimately destroy ISIL», which «is also responsible for crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing», but «the fight against ISIL and violent extremism more broadly is a generational challenge that cannot be won overnight».


      	 «Through bilateral channels and more than two and a half years of intense multilateral negotiations, the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Russia, China, the European Union and Iran agreed on the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), an agreement that has verifiably cut off all of Iran’s pathways to a nuclear weapon.»


      	 «The threat posed by North Korea’s nuclear program is among the gravest our country faces today… we are handing off to the next Administration a strong foundation for increasing pressure on Pyongyang that will be critical to address this threat. Twice this year, the UN Security Council came together to pass the toughest resolutions ever on North Korea, in an attempt to get Pyongyang to change its course.»


      	 «The four Nuclear Security Summits, beginning with the first in 2010 in Washington, D.C… have resulted in concrete plans and actions to achieve key nuclear security goals by countries around the world… the United States helped remove 1,000 tons of chemical weapons from Syria… but unfortunately other undeclared chemical weapons continue to be used ruthlessly on the Syrian people.» And together with another 10 countries, including Spain, in 2016 «the United States also took significant steps to remove Libya’s remaining chemical weapons precursors».


      	 «As a result of years of deliberation and negotiations, we and our partners finally cemented an international consensus around how to address climate change» and «other high-emissions countries, like China and India, have gone from adversaries on these issues to partners in finding ambitious solutions». The agreement reached by nearly 200 countries in 2015 is finally in force.


      	 With respect to conflicts, Kerry attempts to justify  not very convincingly  US action in Syria, Yemen, Libya, Ukraine, Colombia, Cyprus, South Sudan and the Palestinian territories. He points out that «there is no military solution to this conflict» and that «Bashar al-Assad has lost all legitimacy to lead Syria». In Yemen, the United States «must continue to press all sides to reduce the violence, increase humanitarian access, and negotiate a political solution to end this war as soon as possible.» He likewise states that «the choices to shape Libya’s future are in the hands of its leaders and its people.» With respect to Russia, if it «implements its commitments» in Ukraine, the sanctions imposed on it «can be rolled back.» He believes that the peace accord negotiated between the Colombian Government and the FARC… «will help achieve a just and lasting peace.» On Israeli-Palestinian peace, «we have remained committed to realizing the vision of a two-state solution». He praises Cypriots’ efforts to overcome their division, stating that «we are closer than ever to helping to achieve a reunified Cyprus». Lastly, the solution to South Sudan «ultimately relies on more robust and urgent engagement of its leaders from all parties and ethnic groups, supported by the United States and neighbouring states.»


      	 He ends his report with a section on alliances, partnerships and international institutions, and another on defending and advancing universal values.


      	 He states that in the past eight years the United States has become much more respected in the world, has strengthened transatlantic relations, rebalanced its foreign policy to reflect the growing importance of Asia-Pacific, established a positive relationship with China, strengthened relations with Israel (he makes no mention of the head-on clash with Netanyahu), abandoned the failed policy pursued for half a century towards Cuba, promoted free trade and, upholding universal values, helped further the cause of democracy and human rights. «By rejecting such agreements  by refusing to participate in them  our competitiveness will suffer», he warns. «Walking away from TPP (Trans-Pacific Partnership) would be a strategic mistake.»


      	


    


    Writing for the New York Times, Russell Goldman contrasted this assessment with Tump’s main stances prior to his advent to the Oval Office.36


    



    
      	 Trump has called the agreement with Iran «the worst deal ever negotiated.» At a speech to the American Israel Public Affairs Committee in March, he said, «My No. 1 priority is to dismantle the disastrous deal with Iran.» He later said he would renegotiate it.


      	 He has repeatedly praised Putin, promised to improve relations with Russia and, despite the report of the US secret services on how Russia helped tip the balance in Trump’s favour, he did not acknowledge such meddling until 11 January, but still remained reluctant to criticise the Russian president and hopeful of being able to work with Moscow to combat the Islamic State. Such cooperation would push nuclear arsenals out of control. «Let it be an arms race. We will outmatch them at every pass and outlast them all,» he stated.


      	 After calling climate change a «hoax» and vowing to dismantle the Paris agreements and the Environmental Protection Agency, he placed the agency in the hands of Scott Pruitt, who has led the legal battle against Obama’s climate-change policies.


      	 In a message posted to Twitter  the president elect’s favourite means of doing politics  on 3 January, he called for banning further releases from Guantanamo as the prisoners are extremely dangerous people. He was always opposed to its closure.


      	 Following the terrorist attack in San Bernardino, California, in December 2015, Trump called for «a total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United States». Given the difficulties of putting this into practice, he made many changes during the campaign, but never abandoned his idea of the connection between immigration and terrorism.


      	


    


    Russia and China


    



    The replies given in the Senate by Trump’s top administration nominees for the posts of defence and state secretaries and director of the CIA imply that the new president’s policies towards Russia, NATO, the Middle East and other regions will be less radical than insinuated in many of his statements, which seemed to anticipate serious internal clashes in the new administration.


    «Right now the most important thing is we recognise the reality of what we deal with with Mr Putin, and we recognise that he is trying to break the North Atlantic Alliance, and that we take the integrated steps  diplomatic, economic, military  and the alliance steps, working with our allies, to defend ourselves where we must», stated the new Pentagon chief, James Mattis, in reply to a question from the Republican senator John McCain.37 He went on to point out that the international system is «under the biggest attack since World War Two», with the threats coming from Russia, from terrorist groups and China’s activities in the South China Sea.38


    These statements made by the former general of the Marines clearly contradicted the opinions voiced by Trump so far, though at a press conference on 12 January the still president elect was more sceptical about the future of relations with Putin. «Russia can help us fight» the Islamic State, he pointed out, but «I don’t know that I’m gonna get along with Vladimir Putin. I hope I do. But there’s a good chance I won’t.»39


    Pressed by McCain to elaborate on the threat he believes that Russia  with a defence budget ten times smaller than that of the US and an economy a twentieth of the size  can pose to the Baltic States, Mattis declared himself to be in favour of a permanent military presence in the area. A few hours earlier, Putin’s spokesman, Dmitry Peskov, had described as «a threat to Russian security» the arrival in Poland of about 1,000 US soldiers belonging to a 4,000-strong force with 87 combat tanks and 144 armoured vehicles.


    This deployment, approved at NATO’s Warsaw summit in the summer and officially temporary to avoid violating the current deal with Russia, is the main response to Russia’s intervention in Ukraine  in the autumn it transferred nuclear-capable Iskander-M missiles to its Kaliningrad base  and other actions carried out by the Russian army at its western borders which are of increasing concern to the Baltic states, Poland, Romania and other NATO members.40


    Trump’s pick to head US diplomacy, Rex Tillerson, was somewhat less categorical in his replies about Russia, but very firm about China: «We’re going to have to send China a clear signal that, first, the island-building stops and, second, your access to those islands also is not going to be allowed.»41


    Tillerson regards China’s construction of islands in waters claimed by neighbouring countries as «akin to Russia’s taking of Crimea» in 2014 and a threat «to the global economy». Lu Kang, spokesman for China’s foreign minister, replied that China has every right to carry on its legal activities in Chinese territory.42


    Satellite pictures showed that some time ago, after completing nearly all the major construction work envisaged, Beijing began to lay out runways and possible launchpads for surface-to-air missile batteries on some islands. All this would be consonant with its goal of using the islands to support its claim to 85 percent of the sea in the area. The next step, if Chinese leaders pay no heed to the warnings of the new Washington administration, would be to declare the maritime area an Air Defence Identification Zone, which would be tantamount to seizing control of its airspace.


    Tillerson differed from Trump in that he acknowledged climate change to be a «real threat» and ruled out a nuclear Japan and South Korea, but his attitude towards China was perfectly consonant with what Trump had been saying for months. Like the president, he accused Beijing of failing to fulfil its global trade and economic commitments, stealing American intellectual property, aggressive conduct and expansionism in the digital field and failing to put pressure on North Korea to stop its military programmes.


    He added that the US had to be realistic about what China is willing to do about North Korea and not expect much, pointing out that, ultimately, it will need to pursue a different policy towards China so that it realises what the US expects of it, as what has been done in the past is insufficient. And if China does not implement the UN sanctions on North Korea, it is appropriate for the United States to consider adopting measures to force it to do so.43


    The underlying issue in the conflict is China’s slow but steady emergence as a maritime superpower that is challenging and defying the United States’ control of the oceans  a decisive element of Pax Americana since the Second World War. It is not amiss to recall the consequences of Germany’s defiance of the English Navy during the last decades of the nineteenth century and remember that today China understands maritime influence in the same way as Alfred Thayer Mahan, the nineteenth-century American strategist. «Control of the sea,» Mr Mahan wrote, «by maritime commerce and naval supremacy, means predominant influence in the world; because, however great the wealth of the land, nothing facilitates the necessary exchanges as does the sea.»44


    With respect to Russia, although the previous year Tillerson had told students at the University of Texas that he had «a very close relationship» with Vladimir Putin and that Exxon Mobil had profited greatly from its investments in Russia, he made a conscious effort to dispel this idea with a view to his confirmation by the Senate.


    He unhesitatingly acknowledged Russia’s campaign of aggression and intimidation towards its neighbours, stating that «Our NATO allies are right to be alarmed at a resurgent Russia,» since it has invaded Ukraine and annexed Crimea. The «Article V (of the North Atlantic Treaty) commitment is inviolable».45


    He also denied that Russia has any valid claim to control Crimea, described the conflict in eastern Ukraine as the result of a Russian invasion, not a separatist conflict or insurgency, but hesitated to condemn Russia’s violation of the Minsk agreements. As for recommendations, he parted ways with both Donald Trump and Barack Obama by calling for the provision of defence weapons to Ukraine. When forced to define his stance on human-rights violations in Russia, he acknowledged that it «is a dictatorship on par with Iran» that supports «Syrian forces that brutally violate the laws of war».46


    Despite his harsh words for Russia, Mattis gave few clues away about the possible use of military force and referred to Iran as «the primary source of turmoil» in the region with its support for regional militant cells, its ballistic missile capability, its maritime provocations and cyber initiatives. So far no substantial differences with respect to Trump. Regarding the nuclear deal with Iran, he was more realistic: «I think it is in an imperfect arms control agreement  it’s not a friendship treaty, but when America gives her word, we have to live up to it and work with our allies.»47


    Trump played down the clashing or different opinions he holds with respect to prominent members of his cabinet, to which we can add the opposition of his nominated CIA chief, Kansas representative Mike Pompeo, and of the man chosen as homeland security secretary, John Kelly, to the new wall along the border with Mexico, which they consider pointless. «All of my Cabinet nominees are looking good and doing a great job», Trump tweeted. «I want them to be themselves and express their own thoughts, not mine!»48


    Speaking to the Wall Street Journal seven days before his inauguration as the 45th president, he again declared himself open to lifting the sanctions on Russia if the Kremlin collaborated with Washington on counterterrorism. As for China, he stressed that he was not committed to a longstanding agreement with China over Taiwan. These are two clear signs that he would use any available leverage to realign the US’s relationship with its two biggest global strategic rivals.49


    Although, he explained, sanctions would not be lifted immediately, this opened a window for cooperation between Washington and Moscow. Even so, the difficulties of pleasing Putin’s demands  acceptance of the faits accomplis in Ukraine and its strategy of backing Assad’s regime in Syria, the end of western sanctions and the recovery of a sphere of influence in the republics of the former USSR  stood in the way of a hasty rapprochement.


    The main Republican leaders’ opposition to Trump on this issue and the long shadow of possible blackmail following the leaking of the secret reports on Russia’s meddling in the elections, which the Senate Intelligence Committee undertook to investigate, also impeded any fast progress.


    



    Farewell to the neoliberal system?


    



    Will the international system that emerged in the mid-twentieth century survive a US president who has shunned permanent alliances, called for protectionism and not concealed his admiration for well-known despots? What sort of European Union will result from Brexit, from the curbing of democracy in several of its members and from the results of the 2017 elections in three or four of the six founding countries of the three original European Communities? How can Russia’s irredentism and China’s demands to be acknowledged as a superpower be reconciled with Trump’s «America first»?


    «Putin and Trump are not Hitler and Mussolini, admittedly (even if May appeasing Trump at the White House has something of Chamberlain about it, he as tragedy, she as farce)», warned Santos Juliá on 30 January. «Neither Russia nor the United States today is what Germany and Italy were in the 1920s and 1930s, admittedly too. But this does not mean to say that the wave that has twice swept mankind to the disasters of two major wars is not similar to that which has swept these two autocrats to power in elections. This wave has a name: nationalism, and nobody was capable of predicting its terrible destructive force until it was set in motion.»50


    After conducting a thorough survey of the ups and downs on the geopolitical journey from the birth of the USSR in 1917 to its collapse in 1991, Martin Wolff wrote at the start of the year that «the first geopolitical period of the post-war era ended in disappointment for the Soviets and euphoria in the West. Today, it is the West that confronts geopolitical and economic disappointment.»51 Indeed, it seems that most of the premises on which the post-Cold War period of the 1990s was built are losing validity, or perhaps we are paying the price of failing to make the necessary changes to the system, beginning with the United Nations Security Council.


    «These geopolitical shifts are, in part, the result of desirable changes, notably the spread of rapid economic development beyond the West, particularly to the Asian giants, China and India. Some are also the result of choices made elsewhere, not least Russia’s decision to reject liberal democracy in favour of nationalism and autocracy as the core of its post-communist identity and China’s to combine a market economy with communist control.»52


    «After a turbulent 2016, and with little positive news in international politics, 2017 is shaping up to be a year of challenges and uncertainty», wrote Javier Solana in his last column of the year for the digital Project Syndicate. «But the biggest uncertainty of all is whether this is simply the end of another year, or the end of a geopolitical epoch», he concluded.53


    The answer will largely depend on what the new US president decides, and is able, to do  the avalanche of executive orders no sooner had he taken up office did not bode at all well  but the challenges are beyond the capabilities of any single leader or any single country. It would therefore be a mistake to go down the known route of protectionism and unilateralism when it is more necessary than ever to pool resources and coordinate multilateral support.


    The causes and consequences of the most important challenges  in Xi Jinping’s China and Putin’s Russia, in the wars in Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan, Ukraine and Libya, in the clash between Saudi Arabia and Iran, in the North Korean nuclear threat, in a European Union with elections coming up in the Netherlands, France, Germany and possible Italy and shaken by Brexit, the tsunami of refugees, the growth crisis, the lack of leadership, growing authoritarianism, rising populism and the serious questioning of globalisation  will be more difficult to address unilaterally than from a position of multilateral consensus.54


    «We need strong American leadership and Europeans to shoulder their share of the burden  but above all, we must recognise the value of our partnership», wrote the NATO secretary general Jens Stoltenberg, four days after Trump’s victory. «But above all we need to recognise the value of the partnership between Europe and America. It remains indispensable … Going it alone is not an option, either for Europe or for the United States.»55


    Although Trump did not give much away during the campaign about his view of the world, those who have followed him closely for years foresee an essential change in the notion of concentric circles upheld by the White House for decades  the first formed by Canada, the United Kingdom and other English-speaking allies; the second by other members of the Atlantic Alliance, Japan, South Korea and Israel; the third, by other long-standing economic and military partners such as Taiwan, the Philippines and Saudi Arabia, and so on …»56


    «For decades US foreign policy has attempted to strengthen ties with and between friendly countries and to weaken or isolate those that are excluded», states Professor Michael Klare. «Sometimes this involved going to war to protect peripheral allies out of fear, real or assumed, that the closest allies felt endangered.»57


    Trump is oblivious to this vision shared by most Democrats and Republicans and, like Tillerson, the new secretary of state, he regards the world as «a great jungle where competition prevails and where opportunities and dangers arise everywhere regardless of countries’ loyalty or supposed hostility to Washington».58


    The United States’ oldest and most influential international policy magazine, Foreign Affairs, went much further in its first 2017 issue with the following headline on the cover: «Out of order? The future of the International System».59


    In the introduction, the director Gideon Rose takes us back to the first half of the twentieth century with two world wars, a global depression, tyranny and genocide. «That happened largely because the Western great powers hunkered down in the face of economic and geopolitical crisis, turning inward and passing the buck, each hoping that it might somehow escape disaster. But there was nowhere to run or hide, and catastrophe swept over them regardless», he points out.60


    «Reflecting on this afterward, Western policymakers swore not to repeat their mistakes and designed a postwar order based on mutually beneficial cooperation rather than self-interested competition. They recognized that foreign policy and international economics could be team sports rather than individual ones. So they linked their countries to one another in international institutions, trade agreements, and military alliances, betting that they would be stronger together. And they were correct: backed by extraordinary American power, the system they createdhas led to seven decades of progress,great-power peace, and economic growth.»


    Trump alarmed many people with his main election slogan, «America first». It was the same catchphrase adopted by the pro-German isolationists who opposed the United States entering the Second World War, the antithesis of nearly everything its foreign policy had stood for for generations. Most experts believed it would lead to his defeat, but, as we are increasingly finding with experts, they were wrong, albeit only just in this case  the Democrat candidate Hillary Clinton won the popular vote by nearly three million ballots but lost the electoral college to Trump, who in the campaign and his first decisions as president defended an international platform closer to the nationalism and protectionism of the 1930s than to the world we have known since 1945.


    «If the new Administration tries to put this vision into practice, it will call into question the crucial role of the United States as the defender of the liberal international order as a whole, not just the country’s national interests», warns Rose. «At best, this will introduce damaginguncertainty into everything from international commerce to nuclear deterrence. At worst, it could cause other countriesto lose faith in the order’s persistence and start to hedge their bets, distancingthemselves from the United States,making side deals with China and Russia, and adopting beggar-thy-neighbor economic programs.»61


    «But governing is different from campaigning», especially in such a complex constitutional system of internal and external counterweights, «and nobody knows yet just what the Trump administration’s actual foreign policy will involve», thought the most optimistic. Only time will tell, but everything  his repeated promise to get out of the main multilateral agreements, his threats to US companies to invest in the country, his chosen cabinet of multimillionaires and military, his public condemnation on Twitter of Obama’s most important policies, his criticisms of the US secret services for denouncing Russia’s interference in the elections, his seamless support for Netanyahu after the US abstained from a Security Council resolution condemning Israel’s policy of settlements  indicated that Trump was prepared to fulfil his campaign promises.


    «Trump has made clear that he is no longer interested in promoting America’s «democratic faith,» or an America that maintains a special relationship with «free states and free peoples», warned Anne Applebaum on 5 January in The Washington Post.62 Except for the United Kingdom that is, we should add, judging by his commitment to strengthen the bilateral link after Prime Minister Theresa May visited the White House on 27 January.


    If he goes ahead with his agenda, Trump will be giving up on the principles that have guided the United States’ foreign and security policy since Harry Truman. Of particular concern was the influence of Stephen K. Bannon, senior advisor and chief strategist of the new White House, who has unreservedly supported Putin’s Russia, the National Front in France and Alternative for Germany in the Federal Republic of Germany. Many found Trump’s inaugural speech to have much in common with what Bannon has been defending for years on his website.


    It is difficult to imagine NATO and the European Union disappearing, but according to the weekly Der Spiegel, Angela Merkel, Europe’s most influential leader, has started to prepare for the worst.63


    The similarities some members of the Berlin chancellery saw in November between Trump and Ronald Reagan soon vanished. Reagan did not chart a collision course with his own party. And before entering the White House, he had spent eight years as the governor of California, a state that is larger than Germany and has a population of around 40 million people. The most worrying thing about Trump is not his ideology, given the inconsistency of many of his stances and opinions, but rather his character and the unpredictability and instability it was already generating both within and outside the United States.


    Even before he came to office, his heterodox opinions on the interference of Russian computer experts in the US elections, his harsh criticism of the US intelligence services, his telephone call to the Taiwanese president, his insistence on going ahead with the wall at the Mexican border, his scrapping of the TPP, his determination to revise the agreement of 2015 with Iran, his criticism of Saudi Arabia and his promise to move the US embassy to Jerusalem had already questioned fundamental cornerstones of Washington’s strategy.


    For Europeans, the most serious alarm was raised by Anthony Gardner, outgoing US ambassador to the European Union, at a parting press conference days before Trump’s inauguration. «I was struck in various calls that were going on between the incoming administration and the EU that the first question is: what country is about to leave next after the UK?» he said. «The perceived sense is that 2017 is the year in which the EU is going to fall apart. And I hope that Nigel Farage is not the only voice being listened to because that is a fringe voice.» And he added that «we should not become the cheerleaders for Brexit, particularly if Brexit appears more likely to be a hard, disorderly, unmanaged Brexit».64


    



    Risks, threats and trends


    



    The catastrophic and apocalyptic visions increasingly used by populists, demagogues and extremists of all persuasions to describe the present and future do not stand up to critical analysis, however superficial. Prestigious political scientists, economists and journalists like Peter Apps, the founder and director of PS21 (Project for the Study of the 21st Century), are unwittingly fuelling this trend.65


    After a well-documented survey (published by Reuters on 28 July) on the latest terrorist attacks  not all by the Islamic State  Brexit, the Trump «phenomenon», the failed coup in Turkey, the tension with China and Russia and the progress of extremist parties, both left- and right-wing, Apps wrote:


    «In many ways, the years to come could be among the most dangerous in recent human history, particularly with the risk of both outright collapse and great power conflict higher than they’ve ever been. Many of the drivers that had been seen delivering greater stability  globalization, international consensus, a move to the political center in many countries  are now under threat or have unraveled completely.»66


    Radical changes in the international system can be counted on the fingers of one hand. Since the Renaissance, the Eurocentric world has known at least five: Westphalia, Utrecht, the French Revolution, the three continental wars (1870-71, First and Second World War, three campaigns in the same struggle and the end of the bipolar system, German reunification and the end of the USSR).


    The causes and consequences of these upheavals  to which should be added, looking beyond Europe, Europeans’ conquest and subsequent loss of the rest of the planet, and the collapse two centuries ago of a China that began to stage a comeback 35 years ago  have been determined by technological, economic and social changes, the end result of which, despite all the tragedies, mistakes and crimes, is a more prosperous, more peaceful and more stable world than that of our ancestors.


    From his Copenhagen observatory, Bjorn Lomborg has been publishing the data that prove this in books and articles for years.


    During the last two centuries, between 1800 and 2000, production per capital increased 18 times over, and since 1950 global poverty has been reduced more than in the previous 500 years. In the first decade of this century alone more than 200 million people ceased to live in poverty in China.


    A quarter of a century ago, the UN calculated that one out of every two inhabitants of developing countries lived in poverty. Today it is one out of every four. There is still much to be done, but income per capita in the developing countries is five times as high as it was in 1950.


    «But it’s not just about money», wrote Lomborg in Newsweek in June 2011. «Illiteracy in the developing world has fallen from about 75 percent for the people born in the early part of the 1900s to about 12 percent among the young of today», he pointed out. «More and more people have gained access to clean water and sanitation, improving health and income. And according to the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization, the percentage of undernourished people in the developing world has dropped from more than 50 percent in 1950 to 16 percent today.»67


    New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristoff expressed a similar opinion on 21 January after hearing Trump describe the state of his country as «carnage» in his apocalyptic inaugural speech. According to the polls, nine out of every ten Americans believe that global poverty has worsened or stayed the same. «But in fact … every day, an average of about a quarter-million people worldwide graduate from extreme poverty, according to World Bank figures», Kristoff explained. «When I began writing about global poverty in the early 1980s, more than 40 percent of all humans were living in extreme poverty. Now fewer than 10 percent are. By 2030 it looks as if just 3 or 4 percent will be.»68 Extreme poverty is defined as less than $1.90 per person per day, adjusted for inflation.


    The most optimistic forecasts are unlikely to come true if the protectionism and nationalism of the new US administration prevail. Even the US’s own intelligence services acknowledged in their latest report on global trends69 that «the emerging global landscape is drawing to a close an era of American dominance following the Cold War.»70


    Over the coming five years, the National Intelligence Council (NIC), which authored the report, predicts a rise in internal and external tension, a slowdown in growth, deep differences between states’ values and interests, a deterioration or weakening of the democratic system in many countries, intensification of terrorism and the growing influence of the internet and information worldwide.


    «Uncertainty about the United States, an inward-looking West, and erosion of norms for conflict prevention and human rights will encourage China and Russia to check US influence. In doing so, their ‘gray zone’ aggression and diverse forms of disruption will stay below the threshold of hot war but bring profound risks of miscalculation. Overconfidence that material strength can manage escalation will increase the risks of interstate conflict to levels not seen since the Cold War. Even if hot war is avoided, the current pattern of ‘international cooperation where we can get it’  such as on climate change  masks significant differences in values and interests among states and does little to curb assertions of dominance within regions. These trends are leading to a spheres of influence world.»71
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        Chart 1. The three scenarios of Global Trends 2035

      

    


    


    



    But as no future is cast in stone, whether the next five or twenty years  the two periods he envisages  are brighter or darker will depend on how «individuals, groups, and governments renegotiate their expectations of one another to create political order in an era of empowered individuals and rapidly changing economies.» He identifies three possible responses or scenarios, not necessarily incompatible, which he calls «islands», «orbits» and «communities».


    Islands investigates the impact of a change in the traditional models of economic prosperity and globalisation, emphasising the challenges to governments in meeting societies’ demands for both economic and physical security. Orbits explores the tensions created by competing major powers seeking their own spheres of influence while attempting to maintain stability at home. Communities describes a society with growing public expectations but diminishing capacity of national governments and the multiplication of local and private actors who compete with them in support of different agendas. «Most national governments resist, but others cede some power to emerging networks. Everywhere, from the Middle East to Russia, control is harder», he concludes.


    In its Preventive Priorities Survey of 2017, the New York-based Council on Foreign Relations does not deem any scenario to be both highly likely and highly impactful. This is a change from last year, when Syria was considered the most urgent threat.72


    According to this year’s study, the most serious threats in 2017, which are moderately likely to occur and would have a high impact were they to do so, are:


    



    
      	 A deliberate or unintended military confrontation betweenRussia andNATOmembers, stemming from assertive Russian behaviour in Eastern Europe.


      	 A severe crisis inNorth Koreacaused by nuclear or intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) weapons testing, a military provocation, or internal political instability.


      	 A highly disruptivecyberattackon US critical infrastructure.


      	 A mass casualtyterrorist attackon the US homeland or a treaty ally by either a foreign or homegrown terrorist(s).


      	


    


    Moderate-impact threats with a high likelihood are:


    
      	



      	 Increased violence and instability inAfghanistanresulting from a continued strengthening of the Taliban insurgency and potential government collapse.


      	 Intensification of violence betweenTurkeyand variousKurdisharmed groups within Turkey and in neighbouring countries.


      	 Intensification of the civil war inSyriaresulting from increased external support for warring parties, including military intervention by outside powers.

    


    



    Tier-two crises, with a high impact but a low likelihood, include:


    
      	



      	 An armed confrontation in the East China Sea between China and Japan, stemming from tensions over the sovereignty of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, which draws in the United States.


      	 An armed confrontation over disputed maritime areas in the South China Sea between China and one or more Southeast Asian claimants  Brunei, Taiwan, Malaysia, the Philippines, or Vietnam  which draws in the United States.

    


    



    Among those with a moderate impact and likelihood are:


    
      	



      	 Political instability in EU countries exacerbated by the influx of refugees and migrants, with heightened civil unrest, isolated terrorist attacks, or violence against refugees and migrants.


      	 A severe India-Pakistan military confrontation triggered by a major terrorist attack or heightened unrest in Indian-administered Kashmir.


      	 Further fracturing of Iraq caused by political differences and violent clashes among Sunni, Shia, and Kurdish communities, worsened by the presence of the Islamic State.


      	 Heightened tensions between Israelis and Palestinians leading to attacks against civilians, widespread protests, and armed confrontations.


      	 Continued political fracturing in Libya.


      	 Increased internal violence and political instability in Pakistan.


      	 Growing political instability in the Philippines stemming from opposition to the government’s domestic and foreign policy agenda.


      	 Increased political instability in Turkey stemming from growing authoritarianism after the July 2016 coup attempt.


      	 Increased violence in eastern Ukraine between Russian-backed militias and Ukrainian security forces.


      	 Intensified civil war in Yemen.

    


    



    This year’s survey includes only one threat with a high likelihood but a low or weak impact:


    
      	



      	 Deepening economic crisis and political instability in Venezuela leading to violent civil unrest.

    


    



    Third-tier threats with a low impact and moderate likelihood are:


    
      	



      	 Intensification of political crisis in Burundi.


      	 Growing political instability in the Democratic Republic of Congo.


      	 Growing civil unrest and ethnic violence in Ethiopia.


      	 Intensified violence and political instability in Nigeria related to conflicts with Boko Haram in the northeast and other conflicts in the Delta region.


      	 Continued al-Shabab attacks in Somalia and neighbouring countries.


      	 Intensification of the civil war in South Sudan.


      	 Political instability in Thailand resulting from the uncertainty of the succession of King Bhumibol Adulyadej and continued military rule.


      	 Violence in Zimbabwe related to the succession of President Robert Mugabe.

    


    



    The survey reports two threats with a low impact and low likelihood: Colombia, if the agreement between the government and the FARC were to fail, and an outbreak of military conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh.


    These are the 30 most serious contingencies cited by some 5,000 academics, government officials and security and foreign-policy experts consulted in November. Others which were mentioned by many but are considered less serious are violent crime in Central America, a possible rise in organised crime and instability caused by Trump’s policy in Mexico, lack of stability in Mali, increased sectarian violence in Myanmar, attacks against foreigners and laypeople in Bangladesh, increased terrorist attacks in Egypt, the risks of a potential confrontation with Iran over the collapse of the nuclear agreement, renewed confrontation between Russia and Georgia over South Ossetia or Abkhazia, increased tension between China and Taiwan, and the danger of succession crisis in Algeria.


    Charts 2, 3 and 4 show Americans’ perceptions of the main global threats according to a Pew Research poll conducted shortly before Trump took up office.73


    



    
      
        

      


      
        



        [image: Cuadro 2. Amenazas globales.]


      

    


    
      
        



        Chart 2. Global threats
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          Chart 3. The Russian threat


          



          


        

      


      
        

      

    


    


    



    Without domestic consensus or close foreign cooperation, beginning with the support of allies and partners, it will be very difficult to address most of these threats successfully.
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        Chart 4. Differences between Democrats and Republicans

      

    


    


    



    Strategic Panorama 2017


    



    Since the first Strategic Panorama, published by the Instituto Español de Estudios Estratégicos (IEEE), came out 21 years ago, we have been analysing the events of the past year. Without attempting to predict an increasingly uncertain future, we survey the prevailing short- and medium-term trends and risks, trying to anticipate patterns and point out sources of friction or warnings that can help make decisions.


    «The ‘forecasting’ business is deeply unprofessional, a little like the practice of medicine until the 20th century», pointed out the Australian ambassador to Israel, Dave Sharma, in his blog on 21 January. «There is no measurement, no data, no reviews or post-mortems (except in extreme cases  think Iraq WMD). Professional pundits are rarely assessed against their track record or held accountable for their failures of insight. With no assessment of effectiveness, there is no ability to identify which methods and tools work and which ones don’t, and hence no possibility of improvement.»74


    Other common problems of prospective analyses are their vagueness («the risks of X are rising»), the tendency to list alternative or complementary causes («on the one hand … on the other»), and often the use of indeterminate timeframes («in the medium term»). With so many conditioning factors it is difficult to be wrong, but the value of the analysis is limited. It is always preferable to explain degrees of likelihood with weighty arguments than insist on binary judgements. It is the system used in the CIA’s intelligence estimates since the one devoted to Iran in November 2007 to avoid repeating the serious mistakes of previous years. Lastly, studies based on multiple sources are usually better than individual judgements.


    Halfway between a piece of individual research and collective works by dozens of authors such as the IFRI’s Ramses annual report or the Stockholm-based SIPRI’s classic yearbook, the Strategic Panorama features contributions from five or six prestigious authors every year.


    This year the chosen authors are internationalists Vicente Palacio de Oteyza and Shaun Riordan, colonels Ignacio Fuente Cobo and José María Martínez Ferrer (who took up his post as new director of the Academia de Artillería in Segovia), and two lecturers in public international law and international relations, Cástor Miguel Díaz Barrado and Sagrario Morán Blanco, from the Universidad Juan Carlos I in Madrid.


    Under the supervision of General Miguel Ángel Ballesteros, director of the IEEE, who in 2016 enlightened us with two books that provide a useful insight into the shaping of security strategies and the roots and evolution of jihadism,75 five topics were chosen for this year’s edition: the United States and the international system following Donald Trump’s election win on 8 November; the challenges Europe faces following the Brexit referendum; the turmoil in the Middle East 14 years after the invasion of Iraq and six years after the failed Arab uprisings; the challenges of the Sahel and northern Africa, an area of priority importance to Spanish security; and changes in Latin America, which, if peace in Colombia is consolidated, will become the first war-free continent in the world.


    



    United States: From Obama to Trump


    



    Written immediately after Trump took office, Vicente Palacio’s chapter on the United States assesses the previous period, identifies the new administration’s priorities, underlines what remains the same and what has changed and the paradoxes, and surveys the possible effects and likelihoods of failure or success.


    «The idea», he states, «is to provide an overview of the United States’ new strategic focus, which already seems to be pointing to a 180-degree shift in perspective.


    He acknowledges Obama’s major macroeconomic successes, but describes the recovery figures as «deceptive» owing to «the doubts, disgruntlement and anger of the middle classes … who have been hard hit by deindustrialisation and the crisis», which have hastened polarisation and increased inequality to unprecedented levels. «Domestic difficulties have inevitably weakened the United States’ international position», he adds.


    According to his detailed survey of the ups and downs the Obama doctrine, the outcome is somewhat paltry results in Europe, little progress in his attempt to reset relations with Russia, complicated relations with China and a weak image in Syria and Iraq but important achievements in global governance (trade, non-proliferation and climate change).


    «By and large», states the author, «his electoral commitments in foreign-policy and security matters now range from trade protectionism (tariffs on Chinese and Mexican products), isolationism and rejection of the major trade deals (TPP, NAFTA; TTIP) to occasional adventurism (against ISIS) or revisionism of the international organisations (NATO, the United Nations).»


    What might be called the new Trump doctrine, he adds, «amounts to an all-out questioning not only of his predecessor’s doctrine but more generally of the cornerstones of the liberal order created after the Second World War».


    «In a sense the Trump doctrine could be regarded as having taken the baton from Obama and his retrenchment, though much more radically, embracing many US citizens’ rejection of the elements of the bipartisan grand strategy: free trade, interventionism and the defence of democracy and freedoms.»


    How will the new president’s intentions and first measures turn out? «Such a strategy could draw on a classic spheres-of-influence-based realpolitik in keeping with an international climate that is witnessing the rise of nation states and nationalist movements», he replies. «He could also adopt a neo-realistic strategy such as offshore balancing, which consists in renouncing liberal interventionism but indirectly maintaining the United States’ dominance in Europe, the Middle East and Asia by handing over regional leadership to other countries and intervening sporadically to steer the course of events and restore the balance in favour of the United States’ interests.»


    Will China go back to being the United States’ major rival instead of Russia, as stated in the National Security Strategy of 2002? Will it be possible to avert a trade war and military race in Asia between the two rivals? Will the European Union become fragmented, opt for a sort of «Europe first» or dare to give impetus to the enhanced integration of the Europe the Europe of Defence and Security? How will Trump’s team attempt to reconcile a new entente with Russia with renegotiating the deal with Iran and overcoming the entrenched conflicts in Syria and Iraq?


    Palacio examines the various options and alternatives and concludes in nearly all cases that «the most likely result would always be regional destabilisation».


    In Asia, bearing in mind that Beijing will wait until after the 9th Chinese Communist Party Congress of autumn 2017 before it makes any important decisions, «The Trump administration can therefore be expected to adopt a maximalist position as a negotiating strategy and not put its threats into practice for several months at least». If so, the author points out, we are in for a long phase of mutual sounding out, position taking during which less dangerous intermediate options may appear.


    «The very fact that principles and strategies are being questioned entails at least one potentially positive aspect», notes Palacio hopefully at the end of his analysis. «the White House’s new approach could open up new future prospects as well as unblock a few dialogues in many directions.76 A few examples are the United States’ decision not to conduct «imperial wars», a better understanding with Russia and progress in pacifying conflicts in Ukraine and Syria, and a revision of the future mega-regional trade agreements (having rejected the TPP and TTIP) to achieve greater social protection.»


    



    Europe at a Crossroads


    



    The internal and external challenges the European Union must face lead Shaun Riodan, a former diplomat and senior visiting fellow at the Clingendael Institute, to consider 2017 to be a decisive year that could mark the survival or fragmentation of the integration project, which completed its 60th year in March.


    Among these challenges are the migratory crisis, terrorist attacks (a threat he considers to be exaggerated in the European Union, though not in Turkey), the menace of Russia in Ukraine and the Middle East, the economic slowdown, integration difficulties in the euro zone, Brexit as a reflection of citizens’ disgruntlement with the elites, Britain’s exit negotiations, the uncertainty generated by Trump’s election victory and this year’s elections in the Netherlands, France, Germany and possibly Italy too.


    «A victory for Le Pen would … be a more powerful earthquake than Trump’s election. It would question the European Union’s future in the very short term», he writes.


    To an extent domestic crises stem from the very creation of the project, Riodan claims. «They might be said to be encoded within the Union’s very DNA.»


    A fresh euro crisis was averted in 2016, but solutions to nearly all the problems have been left for the future: the German and Italian bank crisis, Greece’s vulnerability, the future of the ECB’s purchases of bonds and fiscal and bank union, at a standstill due to differences between France and Germany.


    «The economic and financial crisis has made it clear that this two-speed Europe is neither provisional nor short term but rather a permanent situation», he adds. «The European Union institutions are not designed for this structural asymmetry.»


    The only sustainable solution, he points out, involves divided the European Union into two groups: «a supranational and highly integrated euro zone (especially if France and Germany manage to reach an agreement on an economic and banking union) and a less integrated peripheral zone.»


    He acknowledges that the agreement with Turkey on migrants and refugees worked in 2016, but warns that the Turks could denounce it due to the European Union’s non-compliance. «Turkey plays a key role in the European strategy for handling the migratory crisis. However, relations between Europe and Turkey deteriorated throughout 2016 and could go from bad to worse in 2017.»


    The rapprochement between Turkey and Russia in Syria, the Brexit referendum and the failed coup of July 2016 complicate any attempted solution and have serious implications for NATO and European security. As he explains, it will be difficult to improve relations «while Erdogan is president» and continues with his crackdown.


    «Russia continues to be the European Union’s biggest geopolitical threat in 2017», he states. After describing in detail Moscow’s efforts to have the sanctions lifted and weaken Europe, he points out that the divides and disagreements within the Union, exacerbated by Trump’s attitude towards Putin, make it very difficult to maintain a common European front against Russia in 2017.


    After surveying the causes and consequences of the hard Brexit announced by Prime Minister Theresa May on 17 January, he underlines the strategic implications for constitutional stability and British security as well as for the security of the rest of the European Union, which will find its diplomatic, economic, intelligence, commercial and budgetary capabilities undermined. It will hard to offset this with new bilateral agreements. «Europe is not going to break up in 2017 (unless Le Pen wins the presidential elections in France), he concludes, «but it will become increasingly weaker and less influential.»


    



    The Middle East in 2016: Trends and Perspectives in 2017


    



    Colonel José María Martínez Ferrer begins his analysis of the Middle East situation in 2017 by describing a context characterised by states with very weak structures, regional powers at odds with each other, a deep Sunni-Shia divide, and major changes in the relative influence in the region of the major powers and of economic factors, especially oil.


    A core feature of the current geopolitical situation in the Middle East, he states, «is the strategic competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran, which reached an extreme in 2016 and has polarised the action of other minor actors». The main cause of «Saudi Arabia’s new assertiveness», according to this author, is «the United States’ perceived attitude of appeasement and naivete towards Iran’s growing aggressiveness» in Syria and Yemen, and changes of attitude on the part of the Saudi Arabian rulers.


    The author describes the Russian intervention in Syria as «the final coupe de grace dealt to the wavering ‘old order’» in the Middle East. «Putin left Washington completely out of the picture in Aleppo and in the subsequent ceasefire in December 2016, making the United States appear powerless to change the events on the ground.»


    Nevertheless, he warns that the privileged position Russia has carved out for itself could very soon be limited by its disagreements with regional allies and by the cost of a long-drawn-out intervention. Viewed from Washington’s perspective, «shoring up the regional order as it existe before 2011, even if a feasible mission (and it is not clear whether it is), would require an investment … that it is not prepared to carry out in a region that is no longer regarded as such a priority for America’s global interests».


    According to the author, the Trump administration’s three goals in the area  the end of Daesh/Islamic State, closer relations with Israel and containment of Iran  point to «selective» involvement and amount to «unwittingly adopting the same stance as Obama».


    «We may witness a sporadic rise in US counterterrorism military operations to defeat Daesh/Islamic State and are likely to see America take a more assertive stance to the “containment” of Iran, with an increase or at least the maintenance of the sanctions currently in force, irrespective of whether the nuclear deal of July 2015 is formally repealed.»


    After surveying in detail the situation in Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Syria and Turkey, he foresees a long campaign beset with uncertainty against Daesh/Islamic State in Raqqa owing to «the hostility between the main allies of the US-led coalition on the ground». With al-Bab yet to be captured at the time of writing, in January 2017, «everything points to a subsequent clash between Turkey and the Kurdish forces West of the Euphrates, which will undoubtedly have repercussions on the Raqqa campaign and force the United States to choose between two allies at odds with each other.» And «as for Daesh/Islamic State, in 2016 it was fiercely attacked and lost some territory, mainly in the north, but it still retains offensive operational capabilities», he writes. Though the possible rapport between the new Trump administration and Putin’s Russia may help revive the negotiations. «2017 has thus begun with a new cycle of negotiations, just as 2016 did, but with different players on the Syrian chessboard in very different relative positions to those of a year ago and without solutions having been found to any of the many overlapping disputes that continue to ravage war-torn Syria», he concludes.


    The prospects are somewhat brighter in Iraq, where the offensive against Mosul could end in the first quarter of 2017 with the total recapture of the territories occupied by al-Baghdadi’s «’caliphate`’ in 2014. However, after the defeat of the Islamic State/Daesh (which will most likely simply adapt to the situation and go back to being a terrorist and insurgent movement again as it was before 2014), the task will remain of establishing an internal structure for Iraq.


    



    The Sahel, a Growing Arc of Instability


    



    The first difficulty one comes across when attempting to diagnose the situation in the Sahel is the many actors present in the region, where, according to Colonel Ignacio Cobo, national governments have dealings and compete with «a toxic cocktail of armed groups, insurgent movements, ethnic militias, smugglers and traffickers and religious extremists».


    To shed light on this complex labyrinth, the author sets the present and future of jihadist extremism in the Sahel Para in the region’s complex historical, demographic, social, ethnic, economic and military context, ravaged in recent years by corruption, illegal trafficking and the absence of state authority.


    «Of all these illegal goods, the most profitable continue to be drugs, chiefly cocaine from Latin America, which generates income of approximately 800 million dollars», he writes. If we add to this arms and people trafficking, we have «a primary source of funding for the jihadist groups … and their criminal activities», he points out.


    The author points out that, in military terms, the jihadist groups’ situation on the ground is much less advantageous than a year ago  none has retained significant territory under its control since the fall of Sirte  but «this does not mean to say that the terrorist not retained the ability to inflict significant material damage and loss of lives». Nor does he rule out the possibility they may recover from their defeats and make a comeback with renewed strength or find new spaces for jihad given the resilience they have shown in Afghanistan, Somalia, Iraq and Syria.


    Just as or more important than national governments’ ability to keep up effective antiterrorist campaigns, he adds, is their unequal commitment to seriously addressing the threat. Indeed, he attributes the progress made in 2016 to a significant improvement in regional cooperation.


    After a detailed analysis of developments in the fight against Boko Haram, AQIM and Daesh in the Maghreb and the Sahel, he warns that some groups which had deserted AQIM to join Daesh have started to return to the fold. After all, «al-Qaeda reached the Sahel long before Daesh did and will remain long after it has left».


    The author examines the situation in Algeria and makes a critical assessment of the French intervention (Operation Barkhane) in Mali, ending by pointing out five trends in international jihadism which, in his opinion, will condition the fight against radicalisation in the Sahel:


    



    
      	 As pressure on the various groups increases and their capabilities are curbed, they will seek new operational alliances and synergies.


      	 Jihadist organisations will react to their leader’s military failures and weakened prestige by attempting to broaden their scope of action and stage strategic actions.


      	 A third trend will be to intensify relations between local jihadist franchises and their international parent organisations.


      	 The Sahel, along with Afghanistan, could become the only region where jihadists retain freedom of action.


      	 The fifth and last trend is the prevalence of al-Qaeda over Daesh in jihadist narrative.


      	


    


    Latin America: Unknown Quantities and Uncertainties


    



    2016 was another negative year for Latin America owing to the fall in the price of commodities and the crises in Venezuela and Brazil. In its end-of-year survey, the news agency EFE predicted a slight improvement in 2017 despite the uncertain global outlook due to the protectionism of the new US administration and the slow recovery of the advanced economies.


    According to ECLAC, the region’s economy shrank by a further 1.1 percent and its exports fell by around five percent for the fourth year running. This figure was almost double in Venezuela (−9.7 percent), the worst hit country, followed by Brazil (−3.6 percent), Ecuador (−2 percent) and Argentina (−2 percent). The most critical cases were undoubtedly Venezuela  owing to plummeting oil prices, its model of state intervention and the destruction of private initiative  and Brazil, on account of the impeachment of President Dilma Rousseff. The advent to the presidency of Argentina of Mauricio Macri marked an about-turn in the country’s domestic and foreign policy, but efforts to normalise international relations have come up against a weighty legacy of internal divides, poverty and expanding drug trafficking.


    Cuba mourned the death of Fidel Castro shortly before 2016, an eventful year that witnessed the visit of Pope Francis to the island in February and in March the first visit of an American president since the triumph of the revolution.


    «The European Union and its member states’ agreements with Peru and Colombia are proof that the European Union remains determined to play a prominent role in Latin America», state professors Díaz Barrado and Morán Blanco in their chapter on Latin America. «To this should be added the recent agreement signed with Cuba in December 2016, which not only puts an end to the Common Position of 1996 which caused so many «headaches» in relations but above all normalises what are essential relations for the European Union in both economic and trade terms».


    In Latin America 2016 began with the arrest of the Mexican drug trafficker Joaquín El Chapo Guzmán, following his spectacular escape six months earlier. In October Hurricane Matthew caused more than 540 deaths in Haiti alone. The year ended with the major celebration of Ibero-American solidarity with the signing of the peace deal in Colombia on 24 November by President Juan Manuel Santos and the leader of the FARC, Rodrigo Londoño. This solidarity was further reinforced by the election of a Portuguese, former prime minister António Guterres, as new UN secretary general.


    Díaz Barrado and Morán Blanco note that the main integration processes are coming up against the wall of nationalism and divergent expectations.


    The Pacific Alliance, they write, emerged as a scheme that stood a good chance of success; Unasur is at something of a standstill; and Mercosur and the Andean Community are experiencing grave internal crises.


    «We are starting to glimpse an end to some of the conflicts that have blighted the continent, which once again is seeking to settle disputes using peaceful means», they add. «The advent of Donald Trump to the US presidency brings many unknown factors, but the re-establishment of Cuban-US relations marks a significant step forward nonetheless».


    They do not glimpse a light at the end of the Venezuelan tunnel, are confident that the peace deal between the Colombian government and the FARC will be complied with and extended to the ELN (talks were beginning at Quito on 7 February) and although it has not settled the historical quarrel between Chile and Bolivia, they consider that the decision to take their territorial differences to the International Court of Justice in The Hague to be an important step forward  however much it has complicated bilateral relations.


    «The only solution involves dialogue and cooperation leading to a peace based on shared sovereignty and Bolivia’s access to the sea», they conclude.
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    Abstract


    



    The transition from the Obama Administration to Donald Trump’s presidency heralds dramatic changes in the fundamentals underpinning US foreign and security policy, while potentially marking a 180-degree strategic shift. Over the past eight years, the so-called Obama doctrine has relied on pragmatism, consequentialism, non-interventionism and multilateralism. Even though the keystone of the Trump doctrine, the principle of America first, would appear to suggest a shift back to isolationism, its seems likely that the US government will seek a new «world carve-up» through bilateral grand bargains (big deals) with Russia and China, regional powers, emerging economies and possibly other European governments. Trump’s protectionist and nationalist impulses will push the world towards de-globalisation and fragmentation, while causing significant damage to regional integration processes in Europe, Latin America and the Pacific. We should also expect multiple political and economic to tensions mount among the US government, multilateral organisations (UN, NATO) and other governments and societies. However, a rethinking of US principles and strategies could also open a window of opportunity for new dialogues with China, Russia or the Middle East. At the beginning of 2017, it remains to be seen whether the Trump administration will be able to carry out his programme; whether resistance, domestic and foreign, will block his initiatives; and whether Trump’s policies will be catastrophic for the world and the US’s national interests.
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    Introduction: The United States under transformation


    



    This chapter was written only days after the new president Donald Trump took up office on 20 January 2017 and the new administration got off the ground. As the United States is currently experiencing a period of transition, this survey does not set out to conduct a detailed analysis of the country’s strategic developments over the past year, just as nor is it possible to examine in detail the possible changes indicated by the US leader’s first movements.


    Instead, the aim is to carry out a task that is at once much more modest and considerably vaster: after defining the main characteristics of the previous period, we will go on to outline the main features of the current transitional period, identify the Trump administration’s new priorities and trace those that will possibly be continued and those that will be changed, ending with a provisional assessment of their possible impact and likelihood of success. The idea is therefore to provide an overview of the United States’ new strategic focus, which already seems to be pointing to a 180-degree shift in perspective.


    Viewed from the limited perspective of the short time that has elapsed, Barack Obama’s presidency (2009-16) strikes one as a period of turmoil, both at home and in international relations. In the domestic sphere, the project of national renewal Obama called for to leave behind George W. Bush’s age of terror and the economic and social chaos triggered by the financial crash in late 2008 gradually lost impetus and became almost unrecognisable. The United States soon recovered from the Great Recession by introducing fiscal and monetary stimuli, with the Federal Reserve playing a major role. And so, by the end of Obama’s second term, the economy had grown by more than three percent in 2016  the figure is expected to fall to around 2.5 percent in 2017  and unemployment had dropped to less than five percent following the initial years of panic and the loss of millions of jobs. However, the final outcome is uncertain. The recovery figures in themselves are deceptive: the doubts, disgruntlement and anger of the middle class, especially in the Midwest, who have been hard hit by deindustrialisation and the crisis, are giving shape to a society and a country that are completely polarised in all respects with an unprecedentedly high level of inequality.1


    Domestic difficulties have inevitably weakened the United States’ international position in a period that is troubled enough as it is. The constant feature of the Obama administration was a prudent attitude consisting of weighing up the consequences of possible military interventions overseas and supporting multilateralism. His tenure was marked by the democratic uprisings of the «Arab Spring» and the ensuing chaos and extremist violence in the Middle East, especially the war in Syria; competition with a «revisionist» Russia that seeks a significant place in the international order; and tension with China. But it also chalked up major diplomatic successes. One is the normalisation of diplomatic relations with Cuba after December 2014, which put an end to the Cold War and ushered in a new era in relations with Latin America. Another that is even more important is the signing of the nuclear deal with Iran under the auspices of the United Nations in June 2015, leading to greater regional security and paving the way for a new type of cooperation. As for global governance, there were both positive and negative developments. On the one hand, President Obama’s leadership, together with that of his Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping, proved essential in reaching the Paris climate change agreement in 2015. But on the other, the huge trade deals promoted by the Obama administration, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), have ended up floundering owing to lack of domestic support both from Congress and from a public opinion opposed to the possible effects of these treaties in terms of job losses and more precarious working conditions. The trade protectionism displayed by the new Trump administration is a direct reflection of the opposition of the majority.


    Following Trump’s election win on 8 November 2016, the guiding principles of the United States’ overseas action could undergo very major changes. The United States is still engaged in the lengthy process of redefining its political system, society, economy and relations with the world. At the start of 2017, everything seems to indicate that the new president will attempt to press ahead with the foreign-policy and security proposals voiced during the election campaign, which can be summed up by the catchphrase «America first». Trump will attempt to win the support of the Republican majority in the legislature  both houses  and quickly secure a conservative hegemony in the Supreme Court by nominating a new judge, Neil Gorsuch. We are thus witnessing a period in which various counterweights will be tested out, at least until the mid-term elections to the House of Representatives and the Senate in 2018. Some are domestic: separation of powers and checks and balances, envisaged in the Constitution. Other are external and will involve responses to the major powers (China, Russia, India, Brazil, the European Union), regional powers (Iran, Turkey, Saudi Arabia), various trade blocs and regional organisations (the Atlantic Alliance [NATO], the Association of South East Asian Nations [ASEAN], the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States [CELAC], the Pacific Alliance and the Union of South American States [UNASUR], among others. The initiatives and changes in foreign and security policy will gradually give shape to a new strategy.


    



    The legacy of the Obama administration in foreign policy and security: A brief survey


    Obama doctrine versus grand strategy


    



    The string of foreign-policy and security decisions and actions taken throughout President Obama’s two terms make up what is known as the «Obama doctrine». To understand how it contrasts with the ideas of the new Trump administration, it is helpful to examine the guiding principles that have steered the course taken by the United States in the past eight years and have underpinned two consecutive security strategies embodying a different vision.2 Obama aimed to put an end to the classic dichotomy between idealism and realism and to give preference to a pragmatism based on values: in this respect, his doctrine is more a practical guide than a «grand strategy».3 Nor does Obama’s foreign and security policy fit in entirely with any of the four «traditions» of US foreign policy: Jeffersonian (isolationist), Hamiltonian (global trade), Jacksonian (militarist-populist) or Wilsonian (liberal internationalist).4 It is more an attempt to establish a new foreign policy tradition adapted to the twenty-first century, at times inspired by Jefferson’s moral excellence, at other times on Wilson’s internationalism, and on occasions even verging on realpolitik. Two novel elements help illustrate this point.


    One is the vision of the significance of the United States, its position in the world and its rightful role. Ultimately, the aim is to avoid a constant omnipresence in all international affairs as in traditional hegemony and not measure real power exclusively in terms of «hard power», military and economic. Obama realised that the world power readjustment begun in the first decade of the twenty-first century with the rise of the emerging economies, the changes in vast regions of the world and interdependence as a result of globalisation would subsequently condition the United States’ room for manoeuvre. The realisation that nobody dominates the world and that the United States, despite being «the most powerful nation on Earth», cannot do it all by itself, changes the terms of the rise-decline debate. The United States has sufficient resources to reinvent itself again, lead technological changes and export its model of prosperity and freedoms.


    A second element of his doctrine, as mentioned earlier, is multilateralism as a means of settling conflicts and addressing global governance issues: security, the financial system, trade and climate change. This vision rejects unilateralism and the abuse of force and wars as means of forcing changes of regime, recommends a great deal of prudence in settling humanitarian crises and ultimately narrows the possibilities of nation building, as has been seen in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria. Any intervention requires very well-defined objectives and extensive multilateral support, or at least a coalition, and within the legal framework of the United Nations. This basic principle of prudence, which embodies a scrupulous consequentialist approach to the impacts of policies translated into a certain retrenchment, contrasts with the interventionism of the George W. Bush administration which had led the United States up a blind alley in Afghanistan and Iraq.5 In particular, a central feature of Obama’s strategy seems to have been the lesson learned from the intervention in Iraq and the defeat of Saddam Hussein’s regime with respect to both the manner in which it was conducted  without an objective reason (the chemical weapons) or legal cover (without the backing of the United Nations Security Council)  and its negative consequences: more than a million victims, destabilisation of the Middle East, worsening of the Sunni-Shia divide and an aggregate cost of nearly two trillion dollars for the United States.


    In practice, however, multilateralism failed to reap the expected results. Throughout the previous period the United States experienced the «strategic solitude» of having to act in rapidly-changing situations, with the rules yet to be rewritten, in finances, global trade  TPP and TTIP  and cyberwarfare and climate change. The financial crash triggered by subprime mortgages at the end of 2008 caused the crisis in American capitalism to spread to the most developed economies (especially in Europe), sparking a global recession and even endangering the dollar as the global reserve currency. After the Wall Street shakeup and the period of adjustment in the global financial markets, a series of troubles hindered the United States’ progressive adaptation to an international landscape that was calling for cooperation. Amid the turmoil, the other major G20 economies did not collaborate enough to progress towards a global economic governance. The withdrawal  never complete  from Iraq and Afghanistan was followed by the crackdown on al-Qaeda and Bin Laden, the rise and fall of the democratic uprisings in the Middle East, the serious illness of the eurozone, the destruction of Libya and Syria and the refugee crisis, mounting tension with Russia over Ukraine and China’s financial turmoil. From mid-2014 onwards, during the final part of his second term, the president, now a «lame duck» in both Houses, acted on several fronts single-handedly without the support of Congress: Iran, Syria, Cuba, combating climate change and launching a new energy model, while also promoting closer relations with Latin America and attempting to strengthen the «pivot» to Asia with respect to China, which culminated in the signing of the TPP with 11 other Pacific partners.6


    The Obama doctrine has been criticised from two extremes. From a certain neo-Marxist perspective, it is considered to be merely a version, albeit somewhat more sophisticated, of the old grand strategy of dominance: the United States retains its hard power  military and economic  intact and its presence in all five continents and continues to pursue neoliberal policies linked to social inequality and even conduct contrary to international law such as the arguably illegal killings with drones.7 From another, chiefly realistic, perspective, Obama is criticised for lacking a proper strategy; his doctrine is seen to amount to ceasing to think in strategic terms, embodied by a reactive policy with short- and medium-term results, which foregoes occupying the United States’ inevitably rightful place, neglects building an international order and leaves spaces that can be filled by others.8 But perhaps none of these criticisms is a fair reflection of the doctrine. In fact, it did not aspire to underpin any grand strategy along the lines of traditional US «exceptionalism». In contrast to the strategic approaches of realists, liberals and «hawks» in Congress, think-tanks or academia, the Obama doctrine does not conform strictly to any canon. It is a clearly pragmatic but not a «realistic» approach, liberal but not interventionist. Ultimately, it is a «make do with what you’ve got», attempting to keep troublemakers and free-riders at bay.9 One of the catchphrases that might be used to sum up this «small grand strategy» is the principle of «leading from behind»,10 coined following the intervention in Libya in 2011. According to this principle, the new strategy of the United States would consist in pulling the strings from the back seat, getting others to act (in this case the United Kingdom and France), sharing the burden and minimising material and political costs. Only in the event of an «existential threat» such as al-Qaeda and Bin Laden would the United States use military force, reserving the right to act alone; otherwise diplomacy takes precedence over the option of using force and the United States shares the burden with allies, preferably under the umbrella of the United Nations (as was the case in Libya in 2011, Syria in 2013, Ukraine in 2013 and Iran in 2015).11


    



    The good and the bad of a «small grand strategy»


    



    A very brief survey of a few specific cases can help illustrate the «small grand strategy» underlying the Obama doctrine, the complexities of his approach, the substantial repercussions it has had, and the good and bad features.


    Let us first take relations with Europe. The transatlantic relationship with the European allies continued much in the same way as with previous administrations in the sense that it is central to the security and prosperity of the United States and the world. Here the Obama doctrine dictated that Europe should continue to be a fundamental part of the multilateral «liberal order» led by Washington since the end of the Second World War. Obama’s Washington viewed the European Union and its members in two ways. One, as appendages of NATO even though the Europeans governments failed to meet the commitment to up their defence expenditure to two percent. Whereas political relations with the European Union were low-profile, relations via NATO did not change; if anything, their profile was raised in response to the Russian threat. The Atlantic Alliance summit in Warsaw in July 2016 was particularly important in establishing the United States and the European partners’ mutual defence commitment vis-à-vis the perceived threat of Moscow along the eastern flank of Poland and the Baltic countries. The other main aspect of America’s relations with Europe was economic: it viewed the European countries as partners in a major trade bloc through the TTIP, which ended up losing political momentum. For political relations with Europe were generally poor and often conducted bilaterally via London, Berlin or Paris. Nevertheless, when the crisis in Europe reached its worst point, between 2010 and 2012, the treasury secretary Tim Geithner and the secretary of state Hillary Clinton travelled to the Old Continent to continue to offer their firm support for the euro and the European project. Obama even spoke out against Brexit later and called on the United Kingdom’s prime minister, David Cameron, to remain in the European Union. The European Union, however, was engrossed in its own spate of crises  monetary, fiscal, migratory  and paid no heed to the substantial domestic changes that were occurring in American society and have ended up questioning the White House’s transatlantic commitment. As a result, the United States’ strategic interest in Europe has dwindled, and the fracturing of the European Union is threatening to become a global instability factor.


    We will now examine the Obama administration’s relations with Russia. The attempt to «reset» relations and establish a framework for global collaboration did not reap any significant results except for the progress made in reducing the nuclear arsenal, preventing proliferation and combating terrorism. But during the Ukrainian crisis and Russia’s subsequent annexation of Crimea in 2014, instead of threatening to use force Washington responded with a diplomatic offensive and by imposing sanctions together with the European Union, weakening Russia’s economy and blazing a trail in the only possible direction. A year later the conflict was stabilised at least at the Minsk I and Minsk II summits along the lines of reorganising the country’s territory and economy. Obama rightly understood that Ukraine (like Georgia) is part of Russia’s vital interests and that Moscow enjoys an advantage in that area, and therefore the United States’ best policy is to reach progressive agreements by means other than force. President Vladimir Putin knew that the United States would never go to war over Ukraine, and Obama knew that Putin would not overstep certain limits. Here the Obama doctrine manifested itself in «realistic» action, seeking a neutral status for an independent Ukraine, but expressly outside the NATO umbrella. Washington let its European partners and the parties to the dispute take the leading role: Chancellor Merkel and presidents Hollande, Putin and Poroshenko. The short-term result has proved moderately acceptable: an escalation of violence, which would have been damaging to both parties, was avoided; the foundations were laid for an agreement; and no new fronts were opened for the United States in an area where its vital security interests are not at stake. A new medium- and long-term strategy with respect to Russia has yet to be defined, however.


    Thirdly, in relation to China, Obama began the so-called «Asian pivot» aimed at increasing the United States’ presence and influence in the most prosperous region in the twenty-first century. It was implemented in two ways: first, by seeking China’s engagement in global issues, cybersecurity and climate change; second, by bringing together another 11 Pacific countries in a free trade area (TPP) that does not include China, and strengthening its ties with ASEAN. The White House believed that China, involved in the process of building its neighbourhood, is not a vital threat to the United States in the way that the Soviet Union once was and that therefore both powers can cooperate in the framework of China’s «peaceful rise». However, the difficulties the TPP has run into in the United States, eventually coming to a standstill, coupled with the crisis in the South China Sea, where China has been building artificial islands for military use and threatening freedom of navigation, has called the Obama administration’s strategy into question.


    In the Middle East, the case of Syria  where there is a civil war combined with a regional war, with half a million dead and 12 million displaced  is one of the most controversial examples of Obama’s strategy. In the end, the president abandoned his «red lines» to intervene militarily in the summer of 2013, after Assad’s regime used chemical weapons on the outskirts of Damascus. But irrespective of whether he made the right decision, the case of Syria raises the vital question of the United States’ ability to change the course of events in the absence of sufficient collaboration from Russia and regional actors like Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Iran.12 Obama’s entire post-2013 strategy consisted precisely in paving the way for such collaboration. Once again, the Obama doctrine kept within the margins of possibility: defeating the Islamic State (ISIS) and the transition  as opposed to forced change, which would also have had destructive and equally destabilising consequences  of the Syrian regime to a future without Assad involve a much vaster and more complex task that entails building stakeholders’ confidence, fostering their initiatives and reshaping regional alliances in a multilateral United Nations framework which has progressively mapped out the route of the Geneva Conferences through various resolutions. With respect to the dilemmas of Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan, shortly before his mandate ended, President Obama reasserted a few guidelines of his national security policy:13 to maintain the military and technological superiority of the United States army, but learning from the past and avoiding trapping the United States on the ground; not to act as nation builder in regions where terrorism and chaos prevail; to seek out wide-ranging regional coalitions; and to step up the training of local troops (supported by the Special Forces).


    The doctrine has huge implications in the field of global governance. Suffice it to mention a few elements that illustrate the multilateral approach of the «doctrine». One is the abovementioned strengthening of the liberal economic order through megadeals  TPP and TTIP  with which Washington aimed to position itself at the centre of a vast web of trade relations with Asia and Europe. Another novel and central feature is the introduction of the climate agenda as a touchstone of several policies all at once  economic, energy, national security. This marked an about-turn with respect to the immediate past  the oil economy and geopolitics enshrined by George W. Bush and the neocons  and steered the US economy in a different direction. The agreement reached at the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Paris (COP21) in December 2015 committed the United States to turning to renewable energies and fighting global warning, giving rise to new geopolitical dynamics  derived from the «curse of the black gold»  and new forms of US leadership. A third element of governance was fighting against a «vital threat», nuclear proliferation  an undertaking that earned the president the Nobel Peace Prize  by updating the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty inherited to an extent from the Cold War. Four consecutive conferences on nuclear security (2010, 2012, 2014 and 2016) created a framework for multilateral cooperation on reducing nuclear arsenals, eliminating enriched uranium and preventing terrorists from using nuclear material. Similar achievements are the abovementioned deal with Tehran steering Iran’s nuclear programme towards civil uses; the elimination of chemical weapons in Libya and Syria; and the initiatives for regional denuclearisation and the test ban treaty in relation to North Korea. In fourth place, in contrast to the foregoing, the doctrine never considered ISIS’s Islamic terrorism to be the principal threat to the United States but rather a «potential threat», a relatively manageable, controllable phenomenon that needed to be put into perspective and coldly analysed away from the media spotlight. Not until he was well into his term in office, after the Iraqi city of Mosul fell into the hands of the Islamic State in June 2014 and the San Bernardino (California) killings took place in December 2015, did Obama make an about-turn in his policy, launching selective air strikes in Iraq and Syria. The doctrine may have underestimated the impact of ISIS  actually a reincarnation of al-Qaeda  but it took the right approach of global counterterrorism (not a «war») that requires coordinated measures with Europe, Russia, China and the regional actors on several fronts (financial, intelligence, alliances). A further element of the strategy is progress towards a new international cybersecurity regime, especially with China: after various clashes with China (when Chinese internauts hacked Google and the US government, mutual industrial and cyber espionage), in September 2016 Obama and China’s President Xi Jinping met in Washington to sign several agreements on cybersecurity, cyberespionage and cybercrime, which have yet to be developed. Russia is emerging as another front in this field, especially following the cyberattacks supposedly instigated by the Kremlin during the election campaign of 2016 to damage the Democratic Party and its candidate Hillary Clinton.


    



    The new Trump administration: the beginning of a 180-degree strategic shift


    The first components of a Trump Doctrine. «America first» and the new world carve-up


    



    2017, which began with Donald Trump as US president, is characterised by a great deal of uncertainty in the world economy and geopolitics, with outbreaks of conflict of varying intensity and major destabilising potential in areas ranging from Afghanistan to Syria and from Sudan to Yemen.14 In the past eight years, the leading world power has undergone changes in all aspects, paving the way for the advent to the White House of a populist present who could ultimately engineer a 180-degree shift in the United States’ position. In what appears to be a swing of the pendulum, the approach has completely changed from the Obama administration to the new President Trump’s «make America great again» and could signify a strategic shift:15 by and large, his electoral commitments in foreign-policy and security matters now range from trade protectionism (tariffs on Chinese and Mexican products), isolationism and rejection of the major trade deals (TPP, NAFTA; TTIP) to occasional adventurism (against ISIS) or revisionism of the international organisations (NATO, the United Nations).


    What might be called the new Trump doctrine amounts to an all-out questioning not only of his predecessor’s doctrine but more generally of the cornerstones of the liberal order created after the Second World War.16 According to this order, the United States acted as guarantor of liberal democracy in the so-called free world  as opposed to the Soviet Union  in a system of economic relations and multilateral institutions (Bretton Woods) operating under US leadership and hegemony (United Nations, International Monetary Fund, World Bank GATT-WTO). Although in practice this system did not live up to expectations, the so-called «post-war liberal order» has survived the fall of the Berlin wall, the disappearance of the communist bloc and the subsequent crises of global capitalism to the present day. Now, some argue, this order is coming to an end owing to its many flaws.17 In the country that guarantees this order, the United States, internal flaws, both social and institutional, exacerbated by the financial crisis, have triggered the explosion of antiliberal populism among middle classes who have come off worse the wear from globalisation.18 The gap between much of the American public and the elites (the establishment) with respect to economic policies and financial clout also extends to their perception of foreign and security policy.19 In a sense the Trump doctrine could be regarded as having taken the baton from Obama and his retrenchment, though much more radically, embracing many US citizens’ rejection of the elements of the bipartisan grand strategy: free trade, interventionism and the defence of democracy and freedoms.


    Donald Trump’s approach can be summed up by the principle of «America first». This principle, which he reaffirmed at his inauguration ceremony on 20 January 2017 and during the first weeks of his term in office, goes back to United States’ isolationist stance of the interwar period20 following the stock market crash of 1929, the 1930s marked by economic protectionism, nationalism and the rise of fascist movements. In this sense Trump’s victory, coupled with the UK’s Brexit vote and the rise of anti-European populist movements in France (Marine Le Pen), the Netherlands (Geers Wilders) and Hungary (Víctor Orbàn), are unmistakeable signs of neo-fascism.21


    According to his vision, the United States’ economy and power are waning with respect to those of its competitors owing in part to trade deficits (chiefly with China and Mexico) and in part to the disproportionate costs of guaranteeing the security of its NATO and Pacific allies, and of military intervention in the Middle East. By putting «America first», the United States aims to give priority to its own interests defined strictly in a national sense, is re-examining the multilateral order and its institutions, and is accentuating its retrenchment without heeding the consequences in terms of loss of influence and prestige or hostile reactions from other actors. Now its foreign policy is underpinned by a series of bilateral grand bargains with China, Russia and the rest of the powers, based on personalistic leadership that may possibly entail resorting to ad hoc coalitions for specific military interventions  only those deemed necessary to defending the United States’ vital interests. «America first» can thus be viewed as the alter ego of the traditional «indispensable nation». However it is important to stress that in no way are we dealing with an «introspective» movement in the sense of a withdrawal to moral values and perfecting of the US institutions  such considerations are completely absent from Trump’s approach.22 On the contrary, his isolationism goes hand-in-hand with a Jacksonian-militarist brand of populism.23 The true objective of this budding strategy seems to be to establish new game rules that are more favourable to the United States and implemented through what we might call a new «world carve-up» resulting from these bilateral bargains.24


    At the start of 2017, it is still early days to predict what will become of the new president’s intentions and how they will be shaped into a strategy. Such a strategy could draw on a classic spheres-of-influence-based realpolitik in keeping with an international climate that is witnessing the rise of nation states and nationalist movements. He could also adopt a neo-realistic strategy such as offshore balancing, which consists in renouncing liberal interventionism but indirectly maintaining the United States’ dominance in Europe, the Middle East and Asia by handing over regional leadership to other countries and intervening sporadically to steer the course of events and restore the balance in favour of the United States’ interests.25 All this would save political and material costs; however, it is not clear to what extent the new president’s attempt to increase military expenditure and love of the limelight are compatible with this approach, which also requires a great deal of strategic patience and discretion. Finally, the visions of a few cabinet members, which apparently contrast with that of the president  national security advisor Michael Flynn, secretary of state Rex Tillerson and defence secretary James Mattis  over Russia, NATO, China, the Middle East and Iran, and expressed during the nomination process in the Senate,26 could make it difficult to put together a coherent policy, let alone implement a proper strategy.


    



    Russia: A new entente, a new Yalta?


    



    The Obama period ended with a partial failure of the reset with Russia in the sense of a very limited reduction in the nuclear arsenal, differences over Euro-Atlantic security and the role of NATO, wars in Ukraine and Syria, and divergences with respect to democracy and rights and freedoms. By the end of President Obama’s terms, Vladimir Putin’s Russia had become a hindrance to the United States’ interests in many areas. President Donald Trump aims to put this behind him and completely turn things around by taking a totally opposite approach that considers Russia to be a fundamental ally with which to cooperate harmoniously in all fields.27


    Trump had already shown signs of the new approach during the election campaign and his victory has given President Putin a major opportunity to reassert himself vis-à-vis the West. The main aim of Moscow’s new strategy has been to give Russia an essential role in settling conflicts in various theatres. Trump’s win was thus immediately hailed by Putin as the first step towards re-establishing links between the two countries following an unprecedented election campaign in which Moscow was accused of meddling through cyberattacks on the Democratic party and even of conditioning the CIA’s action.28 The convergence of several elements pointed in the direction of a new reset: President Trump’s business interests in Russia, the authoritarian vision of politics shared by both strong men,29 the identification of common global objectives  fighting ISIS and jihadist terrorism, nuclear proliferation, China’s regional rise and, in general, the severing of ties with the existing multilateral order and its replacement with an order based on bilateral agreements in the form of grand deals.


    The main strategic shift consists in Russia ceasing to be the United States’ main rival, a status that immediately reverted to China again. Trump is accordingly expected to seek the support of Moscow not only as an ally in fighting ISIS or pacifying Europe’s eastern border, but chiefly in weakening Beijing as part of a concerted effort to relatively isolate or encapsulate their common competitor in Asia. This shift offers Putin advantages on several fronts: it brings Russia out of its relative isolation following its annexation of Crimea and the subsequent damage caused to its economy by the sanctions, counters the European Union’s pressure in relation to Crimea and for Moscow to be more democratic, and makes Russia essential to solving a host of issues (Iran, Syria, Ukraine). The United States’ strategic shift towards a new world carve-up could be seen as tantamount to a sort of «new Yalta» (1945) or a «new Reykjavík» (1986), where the respective ententes between Roosevelt and Stalin, and between Reagan and Gorbachov, marked subsequent periods.30


    A direct consequence of such a deal would be that the United States would no longer support and protect Kiev against pressure from Moscow, and this could incline Ukraine towards Russia’s sphere of influence,31 through the unilateral lifting of sanctions by the United States and an implementation of the Minsk II accords more favourable to Moscow, especially on the autonomy of the Donbas region, which is close to the Kremlin. To this should be added the permanent acceptance of the annexation of Crimea in March 2014 as a fait accompli after Ukraine’s president Viktor Yanukovych was toppled by the popular uprisings of the Euromaidan between November 2013 and February 2014. These movements in turn weakened the political position and security of the three Baltic states and those of the east (Poland, Romania and Bulgaria), which are particularly wary of Moscow and would demand greater protection from the United States and NATO.32 It should be stressed that Europe has already adopted a highly prudent attitude towards Kiev, expressly refraining from attracting Ukraine towards a «European sphere of influence», ruling out future European Union membership, and from involving itself in Ukraine’s security.33 This should favour the political and business sector, which is pressing to move away from the European Union and jump on the bandwagon of the Trump administration  which also amounts to moving closer to the Russian sphere of influence, in the manner of a pincer.34 With the prospect of NATO membership now a remote possibility, Ukraine’s strategic orientation is at a stage of uncertainty with several options: for example, a closer partnership with the Baltic countries and Central Europe within or outside NATO.


    All in all, for the new administration dominated by figures with close ties to Russian businesses and the Kremlin, such as national security adviser Michael Flynn and secretary of state Rex Tillerson, the idea would be to align the US and Russian national security strategies much in the same way that Reagan and Gorbachov did in the 1980s, though this time based on very different doctrines and a very different chessboard. Even so, with the two leaders, Trump and Putin, about to hold their first meetings, it would be premature to conclude that this strategy is going to materialise into a solid arrangement in the medium and long term and that an optimal adjustment of mutual interests is going to take place. The difficulties are manifest: the desired «entente» could soon crumble under the evidence of clashing interests in a context of global interdependence. For example, it should be remembered that it is not advisable for Moscow to alienate its neighbour Beijing  with which it shares an extremely long border  as an energy client (with which it can diversify its market) and as a powerful driving force of trade and investment. In addition, the grand bargain would flounder if Moscow began to obtain evidently bigger benefits than Washington in terms of geopolitical positioning  in Eastern Europe, Ukraine, the Middle East  and in relation to its respective allies: NATO partners and key countries like Turkey. In this were to happen, internal pressure from Congress or public opinion could force a change. It is therefore evident that the main challenge for the Trump administration will be to reach a «good grand bargain» with Moscow on all fronts.


    



    Transatlantic relations and Europe’s response


    



    We have already seen how Obama had put relations with Europe on standby, without no short-term prospects of major steps either forward or backwards. In contrast, during the election campaign and his inauguration as president, Donald Trump remained firm in his criticism of the European Union and of how transatlantic relations have been conducted to date. We are witnessing an unprecedented situation where the White House is openly attacking the cornerstones of European integration; has described the European Union as a «trade competitor»; supports Brexit and the populistic European parties, predicting that other countries will follow in the United Kingdom’s footsteps; has described NATO as «obsolete» owing to its failure to reap results against jihadist terrorism and has called for the member states to comply with the requirement of spending two percent of their GDP on defence, threatening to withdraw US forces from Europe if they do not; and has hinted at a unilateral lifting of the sanctions imposed on Russia if it agrees to reduce its nuclear arsenal.35 An especially important issue is Trump’s questioning of NATO as an organisation that no longer serves the United States’ interests: ineffective at combating terrorism and very costly to the United States, which contributes approximately 75 percent of its military expenditure even though it accounts for no more than 46 percent of the organisation’s global GDP.36 The United States’ threat to pull out of its commitments towards the Atlantic Alliance, completely ignoring the advantages it offers the country in terms of leadership, came at a time when the agreements reached at the Warsaw summit of July 2016 were beginning to be implemented, focusing on combating ISIS, cooperating in intelligence matters and deploying four battalions on a rotational basis to the three Baltic states and Poland as a deterrent to Moscow  a move which was soon countered when Russia reinforced its western and southern flanks and installed Iskander and S400 missiles in Kaliningrad.37


    The United States’ shift adds an element of uncertainty to the Alliance’s mission and its internal dynamics following Brexit, when the United Kingdom’s commitment to the continent’s security has yet to be defined. In view of this situation, with transatlantic relations reduced to a special relationship between the United States and the United Kingdom, NATO no longer playing a central role and Washington’s attention focused directly on Russia and China without passing through Brussels or any of the European capitals  except possibly London  Europe risks becoming trapped in a «pincer» between Washington and Moscow. However, Prime Minister Theresa May’s visit to Washington in January 2017 highlighted the major disagreements between the two leaders on the sense of the Alliance  which London considers an indispensable centrepiece of security  and on the discriminatory migration policy the United States wishes to implement.38 In any case, Berlin, Paris and Brussels infer that Trump neither understands the European Union (which he regards as a mere artifice of the European elites) nor is interested in a strong Union possibly capable of challenging «America first» and that, on the contrary, he prefers a fragmented Europe. It is evident that in a context of nationalistic retrenchment Trump’s advent to the White House will in itself have direct consequences for Europe: in the field of domestic policymaking; in the dynamics of political and economic integration; in migratory, energy, climate and industrial policy; and in foreign and security policy and strategic positioning. The perception that Europe is in danger of being easily dragged towards positions that go against its interests as a Union prompted Donald Tusk, the president of the European Council, to issue an initial direct response in a letter to the 27 European Union heads of state and government.39 What is more, in the light of changes of far-reaching significance such as the advent of the Trump administration and Brexit, it seems clear that some of the points enshrined in the Global Security Strategy adopted in June 2016 by the European Union high representative for foreign and security policy, Federica Mogherini, need to be urgently revised.40


    Europe thus has several options for responding to the United States’ strategic shift, though they entail different strategic stances. A possible initial response would reveal a cacophony of voices that reflect the internal divisions of opinion with respect to Russia, NATO and European Defence by highly heterogeneous governments, some populist, Eurosceptic or Europhobic: the United Kingdom, Hungary and Poland. Given the existing rifts regarding immigration and economic policy, which would favour a divide et impera strategy on the part of Washington, this is a very unlikely short-term option. A second response would be reactive, a sort of «Europe first» headed by the main countries in the eurozone: a «Europe first» not in the sense of a strong, united Europe open to the world but rather a European Union more or less at odds with Washington, responding with trade protectionism, reducing cooperation with United States in security and defence and seeking agreements with third countries to address conflicts in other areas. Such a merely reactive response, as well as highly unlikely  given the presence in Europe of populist governments and forces  would have negative impacts in that it could give rise to a bigger internal rift in Europe, more nationalism and even greater lack of action in foreign and security policy. Finally, a third possible response would be to strengthen European integration by furthering the Europe of Defence and Security, driven by the main eurozone countries in a context of cooling-off of relations with the Washington government. It would entail reinforcing common capabilities towards a future European army, as well as greater integration in intelligence, cyber-defence and crisis prevention in order to progress towards a more autonomous Europe. Although difficult, this path has long-term potential. President Hollande of France and Chancellor Merkel of Germany committed to making a qualitative leap in integration, capabilities and logistics, while the Council (Donald Tusk) and the European Commission (Jean Claude Juncker) announced a European fund for strategic investments in R&D&I as part of the plans for implementing the Global Security and Defence Strategy announced at the Bratislava summit in September 2016.41


    It seems clear that Europe’s response will be influenced by the results of the French and German elections due to take place in 2017, which could give impetus to a very significant shift. With respect to Russia, for example, so far Europe’s stance on Moscow has been one of moderation, taking the lead from Germany: imposing sanctions but without closing the doors to a constructive and autonomous relationship for the European Union with Russia.42 But if Marine Le Pen were to win the elections in France, the balance would be tipped in favour of the US president’s pro-Putin stance. All in all, only a win for Merkel, coupled with firm pressure from other European governments, could reverse this tendency. Similarly, the economic performance of the eurozone is politically vulnerable in a context of low growth forecast of approximately little more than half that of the United States (1.4 percent compared to 2.5 percent) and an inflation rate beneath the ECB’s two percent target. In this regard, another unforeseen consequence of the United States’ strategic shift in conjunction with Brexit could be the emergence of a strong Germany capable of steering the Union’s economic policy in a new direction, promoting integration in defence and security, and maintaining a discourse focused on European values and rights. The situation is an opportunity for Berlin to take a major step forward in foreign policy. Whatever the case, a proactive response from Europe requires firm talks with Washington to achieve a major security and defence deal establishing new conditions for cooperation in NATO and respecting the European Union’s own interests in trade, energy and climate change, and migration. In this respect the European Union has the option of distancing itself from an aggressive position towards China; not ceding unconditionally to Moscow; maintaining the nuclear deal with Iran (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, JCPOA, of July 2015) provided that it complies with what was agreed;43 pressing for a fair solution of two states, Israel and Palestine; becoming actively involved in the negotiations on Syria to establish a stable and democratic future for the country; honouring its commitments along with China and other powers to the Paris climate change agreement and adopting renewable energies; and taking advantage of the autonomy of certain American states with significant influence and an environmentalist outlook such as California.


    



    China as a rival: The Asian pivot as a showdown


    



    Henry Kissinger, former secretary of state and national security advisor, has defined relations with China as the United States’ most important bilateral relationship for the future.44 The statements made by Trump, first as candidate and subsequently as president, suggest a continuation with Obama’s Asian pivot in the sense of shifting much of the United States’ attention and resources to the Pacific with its sights set on China. However, the new focus contains elements that suggest a completely different approach. The previous administration believed that cooperation was possible and desirable in many fields, especially global governance as well as in nuclear non-proliferation, and energy and environmental policy, and Washington acknowledged, implicitly at least, China’s status of «global power». With the Trump administration, China would take Russia’s place as the major rival, marking a return to the vision underlying the National Security Strategy of 2002,45 albeit with an essential difference: the reference to democratic opening and political freedoms in China as a requisite for becoming genuine partners is totally absent. According to this new vision, the idea is to neutralise the United States’ major medium- and long-term problem: China, the only power capably of vying with it for economic and geopolitical supremacy at some point in the twenty-first century when its economic clout develops into military might and global political influence.46


    What is more, in the case of the Trump doctrine, the method of approaching China and the Pacific is via a grand bargain based on establishing red lines in two issues which are now lumped together and in the past were handled separately when dealing with Beijing. One is the economy (now monetary policy to reduce the US’s trade deficit) and the other is security (now the regional conflict over the South China Sea). These two issues are mutually conditioning as parts of the same deal.47 It is possible to speculate on the possible results of these negotiations, which are bound to take place at some point during Trump’s term in office.


    One outcome would be mutual concessions, a deal whereby Washington would strictly respect China’s role of regional power and would discreetly withdraw from the region or, at least, would refrain from strengthening its political influence and presence in Asia; it would likewise refrain from significantly question the status of Taiwan  a crucial matter of state for Beijing  by stepping back in this regard. In exchange for all this, Washington would obtain advantages in bilateral trade relations: greater receptivity of the Chinese economy to investment and trade, which would help American companies gain access to China’s protected market in sectors such as construction and energy, and Chinese investment in US infrastructure. In addition, Beijing would adjust the renminbi more closely to the dollar, causing its currency to rise  something that China has been doing for some time.


    A second, highly negative result would be large-scale confrontation in both areas, economic and geostrategic-security: an open trade war and a military race to fill gaps resulting from failed negotiations.48 It is not known how China would react were the US administration to behave aggressively at the start of Trump’s term. So far, the initial reactions have fluctuated between warnings of possible conflict over the South China Sea and defence of the multilateral liberal order in trade and investment, rejecting protectionism and favouring international cooperation, such as the attitude displayed by President Xi Jing Ping at the Davos forum in January 2017 in what appeared to be a role reversal between Beijing and Washington.49 Above all, there is a prevailing attitude of prudence among the Chinese authorities to prevent an escalation of provocations that would distract it from its medium- and long-term «grand strategy» of sustainable domestic growth of a large middle class, overseas expansion of its markets and business conglomerates, strengthening its currency as a global currency and gradually boosting its military capabilities.50


    However, the question arises of the possible consequences of President Trump going ahead with what he has promised. The strategy that seems to be taking shape towards China and towards the Pacific in general is fraught with risks for both powers as well as serious contradictions, regardless of whether a final agreement is reached. First of all, in this respect it is necessary to foresee the minimum consequentialist considerations the new US government should be aware of in the event that a favourable bilateral deal is not reached. China’s reprisals would considerably damage its economy: China is too large an opponent to have to grapple with in a trade war. In the field of security, in a scenario of confrontation over the South China Sea, an accident could trigger a regional escalation beyond control; on the other hand, open rivalry with China could increase the risk of the United States clashing with North Korea, which has so far been kept in check by Beijing. Secondly, partial or full withdrawal of America’s military presence from its traditional post-war allies, Japan and South Korea  if they fail to meet the conditions required by Washington  could spark major tension and drive their governments away from Washington’s orbit. Thirdly, Trump’s simultaneous scrapping of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) without offering an alternative will entail a loss of influence vis-à-vis its Pacific partners, among them Vietnam and Singapore, which will find themselves deprived of an important trade ally. Withdrawal from the TPP would mark a break with the logic of all previous US administrations since the 1990s, from Clinton, G. Bush and G. W. Bush to Obama and his Asian pivot. They all shared the essential idea that the best way to treat China is to involve it in the international liberal economic regime and get it to respect the laws, never envisaging that the United States would renege on those very rules. In this regard, for Obama the TPP amounted not so much as to aiming to isolate China as to pressuring it into yielding to the American liberal model in trade, investment, public sector and intellectual property.51 Now the unilateral scrapping of the TPP has left a gap that China could take advantage of now that it has its own transcontinental project, One Belt, One Road.


    All in all, the combination of withdrawal from the TPP and withdrawal from the US security  and accordingly nuclear  umbrella in the region could trigger effects beyond the United States’ control, or a bandwagoning of small states toward China’s commercial and strategic orbit; or even an escalation in those countries’ confrontation with Beijing, leading to an arms and possibly a nuclear race; or new alliances such as a rapprochement between Russia and Japan  the United States’ main ally in the Pacific, a rival of China and involved in disputes with it over issues such as the Senkaku islands  to keep China in check; or even a Russian-Japanese agreement on the Kuril islands as a statement of both countries’ strategic autonomy with respect to both Beijing and Washington. Finally, the clearly nationalistic leanings of the leaders of the five major powers with conflicting interests in the area  Trump, Xi Jinping, Shinzo Abe, Narendra Modi and Vladimir Putin52  mean that additional tensions can be expected if the negotiations fail. In any case, the most likely result would always be regional destabilisation.


    Finally, it is worth asking ourselves about the real prospects of such a strategic shift towards China and the Pacific materialising. Firstly, it is necessary to bear in mind domestic factors on both sides. In the case of the United States, such a strategy will have to overcome institutional barriers: the unilateral imposition of tariffs on Chinese imports (the threat is 45 percent) would come up against considerable opposition from Republican and Democrats in both Houses, as well as from the business community. In the case of China, there is a timing factor: the direction to be taken by the political and economic reforms will not be decided on until the 19th Chinese Communist Party Congress in the autumn of 2017, and any agreement involving key decisions will have to take place after that date. The Trump administration can therefore be expected to adopt a maximalist position as a negotiating strategy and not put its threats into practice for several months at least. We can thus expect a long stage in which they sound each other out and define positions, and this could lead to less confrontational options. For example, a trade agreement with China that is more favourable than the current one but does not abandon the liberal trade regime, thus avoiding a trade war that would be damaging to both and focusing on other even more important issues for the United States such as industrial espionage and cybersecurity  possibly without completely abandoning the rhetoric on human rights.53 Ultimately, mutual understanding should prevail  a long-term strategic vision acceptable to both parties. The United States needs China to guarantee world stability, which is a crucial issue for the United States. With respect to the Pacific countries, adjustments to the security and trade regimes would have to be made gradually, offering acceptable alternatives.


    



    The Middle East: A new regional headache


    



    President Trump’s previous statements and the different visions represented by his cabinet members such as secretary of state Rex Tillerson, defence secretary James Mattis and national security advisor Michael Flynn paint a very confusing picture of the new administration’s true intentions in the Middle East. The messages issued by Trump so far do not even allow us to speak of a master «plan» for the region. Here we will simply point out a few unrelated elements of what could amount to a strategic shift.


    The starting situation is characterised by America’s loss of influence and presence in the Arab world and the Middle East. This is due in part to decisions made by the Obama administration: his lack of resolve when it came to supporting the Arab uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Bahrein and Syria aroused mistrust among these country’s governments and societies, albeit for opposite reasons. And in part because the turmoil of the past few years has rendered some traditional alliances and arrangements meaningless. Today the difficulty lies in the fact that it is hard to please all the allies and all the new regional actors, and it will be even harder to prevent uncontrollable developments if it withdraws from the region in both diplomatic and military terms. On the one hand, it seems necessary to find a new balance between the Sunni and Shia worlds and regional peace, along the lines of Obama’s shift towards a greater equilibrium between Saudi Arabia and Iran. On the other hand, it seems clear that the United States has lost a certain amount of control over its Sunni allies involved in the proxy war in Syria, such as Riyadh, Amman, Ankara and the Arab Emirates. In particular, relations with Saudi Arabia have been complicated by matters ranging from its past support for Wahhabism and sponsorship of jihadist terrorism to its human rights violations and the bloody war in Yemen.54 In addition, the United States’ prospects of energy self-sufficiency have radically changed its approach to the area. The United States has also lost influence over Tel Aviv since Obama confronted Netanyahu’s government about its policy of settlements on the West Bank, causing the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to become even more deeply entrenched. During the last part of Obama’s term, his administration put pressure on Israel at the United Nations Security Council using legal means, by abstaining for the first time ever from voting on a resolution (2334 condemning the settlements). The option Trump has chosen, far removed from the multilateral and legal channels, is to force fresh negotiations between the two parties by moving the American embassy to Jerusalem as part of a mission led by Jared Kushner, his son-in-law. A «Jerusalem first» negotiating strategy would be aimed primarily at achieving an agreement for the shared sovereignty of Jerusalem and then negotiating the rest to define the terms of the agreement between the two state-territories with respect to settlers, refugees and security. Nevertheless, such a strategy poses a few risks and contraindications, as the unilateral moving of the US embassy to Jerusalem would evidently give Jerusalem an upper hand in the negotiations over the Palestinian side, which is badly weakened and suffering from internal rifts. A unilateral imposition of this kind could trigger a reaction from the Palestinians and exacerbate the conflict.55 Should the negotiations fail, the United States would have created a new problem where previously there was an impasse.


    Iran is another central factor in this seemingly unsolvable equation. During the election campaign, Trump had criticised the nuclear pact led by the Obama administration, supposedly because it did not guarantee Tehran’s compliance and because it handed out a blank cheque to a theocratic and meddling regime. Trump had promised different things during the campaign, ranging from completely dismantling it to renegotiating it when he was in the White House to get a much better deal. But a confrontational attitude towards the ayatollahs’ regime could prove fruitless and even counterproductive to the United States’ interests. On the one hand, the new «entente» with Putin’s Russia will force Washington to seek the collaboration of Tehran  the best ally of Moscow, Syria’s President Assad and Hezbollah in Lebanon  if the United States intends to settle the entrenched Syrian and Iraq conflicts and, more generally, maintain the regional balance between Sunni and Shia. The best solution seems to be to attempt to reach a compromise with the so-called «axis of resistance» led by the Islamic Republic.56 On the other hand, a unilateral withdrawal by the United States from the P5+1 agreement (JCPOA) would damage the more moderate sector of the regime headed by President Rouhani and would favour the most radical conservative wing. What is more, it is a United Nations-monitored agreement that offers guarantees of security, to the extent that even Israel’s military and diplomatic sectors are in favour of maintaining it. Another aspect to be considered is the US business community’s opposition to possible sanctions on American companies that have dealings with the Islamic Republic, as this would cause them to lose market opportunities to European, Russian or Chinese competitors. Lastly, since the JCPOA takes the form of an executive agreement and not a formal treaty, the president does not require the Senate’s permission to withdraw the United States from it. Washington could aspire to renegotiate the treaty only if Iran were to repeatedly violate the technical conditions established in order to enrich uranium. Otherwise, the United States could come up against the total opposition not only of the Iranians but also of the Europeans, Russia and China, which would respect the terms of the agreement regardless of whether the United States withdrew.57 In short, the new US president will need to consider what relationship he wants to have with Iran and what balances cannot be upset to avoid damaging the United States’ interests.58


    If any, the overarching strategy for the region would be to strive to wipe out ISIS (the caliphate) and avoid greater destabilisation in the region. It should be borne in mind that de-territorialisation following the conquest of ISIS’s strongholds  Mosul in Iraq and Raqqa in Syria  could speed up the Islamic State’s mutation into a transnational organisation that aspires to carry out sporadic attacks that are global in scope. This would in turn force the United States to strengthen its intelligence and collaborative ties with Russia and Europe. In the framework of a grand bargain with Russia, it would be assured of the collaboration of Moscow  which is not interested either in involvement alone on the ground  possibly in exchange for some advantage related to Ukraine, Crimea and the sanctions. The defeat of ISIS is related in turn to the future of Syria, where the situation is extremely complex. The new Trump administration will have to make its primary objective compatible with stabilising the Arab country. But stabilising Syria can hardly be carried out without a national agreement on political transition  democratisation, constitutional reform, territorial decentralisation  along the lines proposed at the successive Geneva summits (I and II) and in the various resolutions of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), which enjoy the European Union’s support.59 An agreement between the two powers on a future without Assad is required, though it is not a priority at present. Nevertheless, any successful resumption of the Geneva negotiations will not depend solely on Washington and Moscow but will require the participation of the parties involved,60 especially the collaboration of President Erdogan’s Turkey as a NATO member and a key player in solving regional conflicts.


    



    New tension with Mexico and Latin America


    



    The policy pursued by Obama’s government with respect to Latin America in general and a few countries in particular could undergo major changes. The strategic value the region holds for the United States decreased some time ago owing to the absence of threats. Under Obama the country had witnessed an opening up towards the region based on equality and respect. With the advent of the new Trump administration there is still no strategy, but the combination of economic protectionism, anti-migration policies  which affect not only Mexico but other Central American, Caribbean and Southern Cone countries  and confrontational rhetoric could have a highly negative impact. The region’s economies would be badly damaged and a pattern of protectionism and tense political relations would take hold.61 The verbal escalation that ended with the cancellation of Mexican president Peña Nieto’s visit to the White House only a few days after the new administration came to power could be the first in a long line of showdowns with other governments in the region.


    The country that stands to lose the most from this shift would be the neighbouring Mexico, which has been symbolically punished with «paying for» the construction of a wall at the border and on which the combined effect of highly restrictive trade and migratory policies could have devastating social and economic effects: firstly, the United States’ establishment of tariffs on Mexican imports (Trump has threatened 35 percent); secondly, a drop in remittances sent by Mexican workers in the United States; thirdly, the mass return of jobless unauthorised immigrants; and fourthly, job losses in both Mexico and the United States and a fall in investment flows as a result of the renegotiation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) between Canada, the United States and Mexico,62 which Trump describes as «the single worst trade deal». But the United States stands to lose too, because supply chains are interdependent and high tariffs would make products more expensive for consumers and also because approximately five million jobs in the United States depend directly on trade with the country’s southern neighbour.63 Another country that would be affected by the United States’ protectionist policies is Brazil, with which trade relations have been strained owing to cotton and ethanol subsidies. And the same is true of Cuba, where the process of opening can be expected to slow down considerably and the US will increase its demands for political change; and also Venezuela, the biggest source of tension, where developments could tempt Washington to step in.


    In the field of security, tensions with Washington could resurface over drug and arms trafficking policies owing to the president’s repressive approach and retrograde stances towards these issues. In addition, a policy of mass deportations could trigger very serious humanitarian or migratory crises with refugees and immigrants from Central America and Mexico and fuel the growth of mafias and people trafficking.


    This aggressive approach towards its southern neighbours could have two results. One, the most likely, is greater fragmentation, already worsened by a downward economic cycle and election turmoil in Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela and Mexico. But we should not rule out the possibility of Trump’s migratory and trade policies sparking a chain reaction in Latin America that could reinforce a few specific elements of regional integration: in CELAC, the Pacific Alliance, Mercosur and UNASUR, all this could translate into a strengthening of security or intraregional trade.64 The possibility of a domino effect of this kind in the region should not be dismissed. If this were the case, Latin America would go from being a strategically insignificant region for Washington to a source of specific tensions or diplomatic crises. America’s loss of prestige and influence in the region could be seized upon by other actors with a growing presence in trade and investment, such as China and Europe. Even so, the quarrel with Mexico and the tense political climate are not expected to trigger any major crises. Unless a black swan emerges in the region (sudden chaos, coups d’état, external meddling), the Trump administration does not seem willing to invest significant political capital and resources in a region that poses no crucial threats.


    



    Conclusions


    



    The transition from the Obama administration to Trump’s presidency is a time of profound changes of all kinds in the United States. With respect to foreign policy, Obama introduced a different vision of US leadership in the twenty-first century to reposition the United States in the world and attempted to take a prudent approach to many changes and upheavals ranging from the Arab Springs to the Ukrainian crisis and South China Sea conflict, combating nuclear proliferation, jihadist terrorism and climate change, and, at the end of his term in office, ushering in new regional opportunities with Cuba and Iran. His pragmatic, non-interventionist, multilateral approach in various contexts and areas gradually shaped an «Obama doctrine» in foreign and security policy, giving rise to a «small grand strategy» very different to the «grand strategies» of the past. As a result, at the start of the new Trump administration, the United States enjoyed a relatively stable position compared to the rest of the major powers.


    Paradoxically, the powerful internal populist strains that developed during Obama’s term as a result of the disgruntlement of part of the middle classes have led an outsider to the White House, and populism has ended up invading foreign policy, breaking decades-old bipartisan agreements and calling into question traditional liberal values and institutions. The transition to the new administration has been a sharp turn  possibly unprecedented in its radicalness. The new administration is diametrically opposite in its political principles, agenda and, consequently, its strategy, which is taking shape as the «Trump doctrine». The White House’s first measures point to the end of a foreign policy and security model of the past seven decades  that of free trade and promoting western democracy  and its replacement with «America first», a protectionist economic principle with certain isolationist geostrategic traits. This principle as a guideline for US action unmistakeably marks a 180-degree strategic shift with respect to the country’s traditional allies in Europe (NATO) and the Pacific (Japan and South Korea), relations with Russia and China, and a clearly reactive approach to world governance in trade, terrorism, migration and climate change.


    Nevertheless, in order to understand how such a shift has come about, it is necessary to recognise a certain continuity with the previous administration, namely the United States’ decision to stop imposing its own values on other parts of the world65 and, accordingly, show greater prudence in deploying troops on the ground, using instead elite forces and drones (practiced by Obama in Yemen, Pakistan and Somalia). Trump’s version of this retrenchment is not so much about practising isolationism as establishing a new «world carve-up» based on grand bargains with other major powers, chiefly Russia and China, and eventually with European countries, other regional powers and emerging economies. This web of agreements would amount to a «better deal» for the United States and would entail less interventionism and greater burden sharing in security matters.


    At the beginning of 2017 it is too soon to know whether the new administration will steer the United States towards partial withdrawal from the world (disengagement, retrenchment) in which it would influence events in varying degrees from behind the scenes, as the case may be (leading from behind, offshore balancing), or whether, on the contrary, owing to the constraints of globalisations, «America first» will evolve in practice into a new, more modest version of US exceptionalism linked to a more ambitious strategic vision. In other words, it is too soon to know if it will materialise into a clean break with the previous order. For the time being, in the short term, it has sparked a very high degree of uncertainty and revealed a certain strategic vacuum left by Obama in several areas. Whatever the case, it seems clear that Trump’s protectionist and reactionary policies are pointing in the direction of de-globalisation and a more fragmented world, and this could spark many tensions with other governments and societies and lead to setbacks in regional integration processes underway in Europe, Latin America and Asia Pacific. It also seems clear that the tremor with its epicentre in Washington will give major impetus to populist movements in Europe; the European Union will risk losing even greater significance, being left at the mercy of the United States’ trade agreements with Russia and China; and the clash with the neighbouring Mexico will damage not only the two countries themselves but also Latin America. Another obvious conclusion to be drawn is that for a long time the United States will no longer be the official guarantor of democracy and human rights (meaning in practice less military interventionism and a realpolitik with consequences, for example Assad’s Syria). On the contrary, it will tend to improve talks with governments with few internal counterweights, with the exception of the United Kingdom and other populist governments in Europe. To put it in a similar way to Lord Ismay, former NATO secretary general, it could be said that Trump intends «to keep the Americans and the Russians up, the British around, the Chinese out, and the Europeans down».66 But the political effects could prove very different to his expectations. The European Union can avert such a situation if it reacts by deepening integration in defence and security matters and social and economic pillars; Germany could play a key role in leading such a task in the coming years.


    Nevertheless, the very fact that principles and strategies are being questioned entails at least one potentially positive aspect: the White House’s new approach could open up new future prospects as well as unblock a few dialogues in many directions.67 A few examples are the United States’ decision not to conduct «imperial wars», a better understanding with Russia and progress in pacifying conflicts in Ukraine and Syria, and a revision of the future mega-regional trade agreements (having rejected the TPP and TTIP) to achieve greater social protection. These could lead to others: for Europe, the United States’ withdrawal from Latin America and the Pacific could bring opportunities for a greater political and business presence, and a weaker NATO could stimulate greater integration in defence and security matters and, subsequently, greater European autonomy.


    It remains to be seen whether President Trump will manage to implement his programme and what kind of resistance his initiatives will come up against at home and abroad. We can therefore expect a turbulent period of adjustments and readjustments at least until the midterm congressional elections in November 2018. We will witness a preventive repositioning of other actors, who will redefine their relationship with the United States and weigh up options and possible responses. We will possibly enter into a phase of ground testing, bluff calling and negotiations, of instability and uncertainty. While governments carefully assess the response best suited to their interests, terrorist organisations could attack the United States to trick it into overreacting. This phase could drag on for months or even years before giving way to one of greater stability. At any rate, at the threshold of a strategic about-turn, there is little we can do but note the contradictions and paradoxes of the Trump doctrine  a superpower that aims to withdraw from a globalised world  and ask if there really is a strategy behind it all, or at least something resembling a coherent plan, not for global good but for the United States’ own interests.
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    Abstract


    



    Europe is at a geopolitical crossroads. A series of internal crises have undermined its ability to tackle external geopolitical challenges, especially its ability to develop a coherent or effective Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). Although in 2016 Europe managed not to collapse under the strain of the euro crisis or the migration crisis, it suffered the domestic shock of Brexit and the external shock of Trump’s election victory. Brexit, a reflection of growing political populism across Europe, has weakened the Union and could serve as a catalyst for further exits. Trump’s election victory is threatening to leave Europe isolated. At the same time, the rapprochement between Erdogan and Putin is reducing Europe’s influence in the Middle East while maintaining tension at its eastern borders. How Europe manages its relations with Ankara (which is also crucial to handling the migration crisis) and Moscow will be central to its security. 2017 will be the year of elections. The presidential and parliamentary elections in the Netherlands, France, Germany and, possibly, Italy will decide how Europe responds to Brexit, and whether it is capable of adopting a coherent approach to address its challenges, both internal and external. The omens are, at best, mixed.
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    «Whenever peace  conceived as the avoidance of war  has been the primary objective of a power or a group of powers, the international system has been at the mercy of the most ruthless member of the international community.»


    



    Henry Kissinger


    



    Introduction


    



    If the world can be described as «VUCA» (volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous),1 the same can be said of the European Union and, indeed, of the rest of the continent. Europe is facing a series of crises that could be existential for the Union. These crises are different but interdependent and interconnected. Together they have created the most dangerous situation Europe has experienced since the start of the Cold War. The European Union’s problems can be divided into those that stem from the Union itself and those that stem from Europe’s geopolitical environment. These problems, both internal and external, interact and are mutually reinforcing. The European Union’s internal crises are leaving it ill equipped to address external challenges. At the same time, geopolitical threats are putting further internal pressure on the Union. 2017 could be the year that decides whether the European project continues in a recognisable form or becomes fragmented and fails.


    If 2016 was the year Europe suffered a string of shocks, both internal and external, 2017 will be the year of the elections that decide the consequences of these shocks and whether the European Union, and the European project, are able to survive. The migratory crisis continued in 2016, albeit to a lesser extent. A spate of terrorist attacks has undermined citizens’ confidence in their governments and heightened anti-immigration sentiment. Since occupying Crimea, Russia has continued with its aggressive stance, threatening the Baltic republics and Eastern European countries. It has taken advantage of the weakness of western politics to make Vladimir Putin the indispensable arbitrator of the Middle East. Despite geopolitical pressure, the euro zone’s economy is still recovering and growing, albeit slowly. This economic recovery largely depends on the ECB’s monetary policies and has yet to be felt by EU citizens. The differences between the economic performances of the euro zone countries are still considerable, with growing concern in Germany about the risk of a property bubble. The euro’s fundamental problems remain unsolved. Citizens’ disgruntlement with the European elites was reflected in Britain’s vote to leave the European Union, which could be a catalyst for even more radical changes. The election of Donald Trump as US president raises the possibility that, for the first time since the Second World War, Europe will have to take charge of its own security and defence. The key elections slated for 2017 in France, Germany, the Netherlands and possibly Italy will be a gauge of how far this wave of populism can spread and will condition Brexit negotiations.


    To an extent, the European Union’s internal crises can be traced back to the very inception of the project. They might be said to be encoded within its very DNA. For example, the debates on whether the European project ought to be an intergovernmental or supranational organisation began with the coal and steel community. The failure of any attempt to create a proper common security and defence policy reflects the priority given to NATO in European foreign policy during the Cold War (and Europe’s dependence on the US security umbrella). Britain’s ambiguous attitude to Europe can be seen in Winston Churchill’s statements of the 1940s, which promote and back the idea of a European Union, but with British support (from outside) rather than participation. The differences between the French and German interpretations of, and ambitions for, the European project reflect the countries’ different Second World War traumas. For France, the European project has served to keep German political and military ambitions in check, reaffirming France’s international role. For Germany, Europe has been a means of atoning for its shameful history and ensuring its return to the community of nations. If the European project ends up failing, future historians might conclude that it was doomed to do so by its DNA. It may be said that these fundamental problems have been camouflaged when all has been well, but the combination of economic and geopolitical pressure in recent years has caused them to surface. The results of this year’s elections will decide how they may influence the future of the continent.


    



    The European economy


    



    The economies of both the euro zone and the European Union are still recovering after hitting rock bottom in 2012. They are growing, but slowly. The GDP of the euro zone grew by approximately 1.6 percent in 2016 and is expected to grow a further 1.5 percent in 2017.2 However, this growth has been very uneven. For example, Spain’s economy has grown by 2.3 percent, but those of Italy and Finland by barely one percent. The financial markets seem to be reacting to the promise made by the president of the European Central Bank (ECB), Mario Draghi, that he would do whatever was necessary to protect the markets and that that would be sufficient. As a result, the financial markets reacted more calmly to the shocks and surprises of 2016 than in the past. Indeed, they soon bounced back after the Brexit vote and after Trump’s election.


    Nevertheless, the European economy is still beset by serious problems that are undermining the continent’s ability to address its geopolitical challenges. Although the economy is still growing and unemployment is decreasing, this is not noticeable to citizens. Both the European Union and the euro zone are growing and creating employment, but these jobs are generally less stable and worse paid than before the crisis of 2008. At the same time, household debt is still high, especially in the Mediterranean countries, and low inflation rates are preventing the pressure of debt on household budgets from easing over time.3 In addition, German savers are suffering due to low interest rates, while concern about the risk of a property bubble in Germany is mounting.4 Citizens’ worries matter, as they are fuelling the growth of populist parties, be they left-wing as in Italy, Greece and Spain, or right-wing as in Germany and the Netherlands. Concern about loss of savings or the risk of a real-estate bubble in Germany (both of which, according to the Eurosceptic AfD party, are due to the ECB’s monetary policies) is curbing the German government’s room for manoeuvre, particularly in its relations with the ECB.


    A new euro crisis was averted in 2016, but the solutions to nearly all the problems were left for the future. The German bank crisis abated when the United States Department of Justice reduced the fine it was going to impose on Deutsche Bank.5 However, Deutsche Bank is still regarded as one of the biggest systemic threats to world banking on account of its high debt levels.


    At the end of 2016, the Italian government averted a crisis over the collapse of the Banco Monte de Paschi di Siena by creating a 20-billion-euro fund to shore up the Italian banks. However, a few key issues remain unanswered. It is not clear whether this fund was established in accordance with the rules of the ECB or whether the European authorities are willing to allow the Italian banks to be bailed out without punishing minority investors. If ordinary Italians lose their investments during an Italian bank bailout, this could trigger a serious political crisis with implications for the Italian elections likely to take place in the spring. Experts are also questioning whether the fund set up by the Italian government will be sufficient to guarantee the survival of all the Italian banks.6


    Meanwhile Greece continues in the grip of perpetual crisis. Although 2016 could be reported as another year in which Europe and the IMF prevented the Greek economy from finally collapsing, the problems are growing. In particular, the gap is widening between the IMF, which insists on a reduction in Greece’s debt, and the Europeans, who want to avoid it. This disagreement is going to be a key factor in managing the Greek crisis in 2017.


    The fiscal deficits and sovereign debt of countries like France, Italy, Portugal and Spain continue to be very high and these countries seem unlikely to meet the fiscal targets for 2017.7 They are very vulnerable to any new crisis in the euro zone or external economic shock. The ECB must decide whether to continue with its policy of purchasing bonds and at what level. It has announced it is going to reduce its purchases by about 20 billion euros per month. This has sparked considerable concern in the Mediterranean countries, where both governments and banks have relied heavily on these purchases. However, the German government, worried by the injection of cheap credit into its economy and, above all, by its impact on the property market, wants to reduce bonds purchases at a faster rate. This debate is going to dominate the ECB’s council meetings during 2017.


    The deepest long-term reforms the euro zone needs, such as fiscal union and bank union, are at a standstill. The problem lies in the radical disagreement between Paris and Berlin. Whereas the French want to share the financial risks, for example by creating Eurobonds but without ceding more sovereignty, the Germans refuse to invest more money without the guarantees offered by sharing further sovereignty. The electoral calendar and pressure from the right, in both France and Germany, make an agreement unlikely in 2017. Although a total collapse of the euro zone is improbable provided that there is willingness to maintain it  this will depend on the presidential and parliamentary elections  the euro looks set to continue stumbling constantly from crisis to crisis.


    



    The unsustainable institutional structure


    



    The euro crisis affects the European strategic landscape in another aspect. The creation of the euro has resulted in an asymmetrical and unsustainable institutional structure. The original theory was that all European Union members would end up adopting the euro. According to the Treaty of Maastricht, the only Union members who could opt out of the euro were Great Britain and Denmark. Other members must adopt it if they meet the economic and financial criteria. The Commission’s eurocrats thought that even Britain and Denmark would eventually realise their mistake and come around to adopting it too. Therefore, having a two-speed Europe where some members belonged to the euro zone and others did not was not felt to be important as it was considered a temporary, short-term situation. However, the economic and financial crisis has made it clear that this two-speed Europe is neither provisional nor short term but rather a permanent situation. Most of the Union members that have still not adopted the euro probably never will, either because they do not want to (for example Sweden) or because they will never meet the economic and financial criteria (for example most of the Eastern European countries).


    The European Union institutions are not designed for this structural asymmetry. There has already been a conflict between the ECB and the central banks of Denmark and Sweden. When the ECB launched its quantitative easing policy (purchasing bonds to increase the money supply), the Swedish and Danish central banks found themselves forced to slash their negative interest rates to maintain the competitiveness of their economies in relation to the euro zone. A sort of currency war within the European Union ensued. The situation is unsustainable. In the foreseeable future, the European Union is going to be made up of two groups of very different countries: a supranational and highly integrated euro zone (especially if France and Germany manage to reach an agreement on an economic and banking union) and a less integrated peripheral zone. The Union’s institutions will have to acknowledge and adapt to this situation in order to avoid further conflicts and internal quarrels. Otherwise, not only will there be more internal conflicts but also opportunities for anyone interested in weakening or even breaking up the European Union.


    



    The migratory crisis


    



    The other key factor that has spurred the growth of populist political parties in the European Union is the migratory crisis. As many as 1.5 million migrants arrived in the Union in 2015. They triggered a genuine crisis that led the Union to suspend some of the provisions of the Schengen Treaty, close several borders and reintroduce controls at others. A fence was built between Hungary, Serbia and Croatia and armed forces were deployed to control migrants in Macedonia. The European Union gave the rest of the world the impression that it did not know how to handle the crisis. Meanwhile, the number of immigrants who died attempting to cross the Mediterranean, either from Turkey to Greece or from Libya to Italy, continued to grow. Many analysts and commentators blamed Germany’s Chancellor Angela Merkel for publicly offering to take in Syrian refugees. By the end of 2015 many analysts feared that if the crisis continued in 2016 it could even call the European project into question.


    The large number of migrants who found their way into Greece and Italy during the first months of 2016 seemed to fulfil the most negative forecasts. However, the migratory crisis eased considerably in 2016, for several reasons. The closure of the migratory route through the western Balkans not only reduced the number of migrants arriving in the European Union via this route but also deterred many potential migrants. There was also most likely a reduction in the number of Syrian migrants wishing to travel to the European Union from Turkey. Nevertheless, the most important development was the agreement between the European Union and Turkey to reduce the number of migrants arriving in Greece. Given that many blamed Merkel for her offer to Syrian refugees, it seemed appropriate for her to initiate the talks with the Turkish government. According to the agreement,8 Turkey would make an effort to stop the migrants from leaving the country and would also return Syrian migrants arriving in Greece illegally. In exchange, the Union would take in one Syrian migrant from the Turkish refugee camps for every one that was returned. The European Union would also pay Turkey three billion euros to subsidise the maintenance of the refugee camps in Turkey.


    In a wider political context, the European Union undertook to grant Turkish citizens access to the Schengen Area without visas and to speed up Turkey’s European Union accession process. The arrangement was harshly criticised by human rights NGOs. However, it seems to have worked. The number of migrants entering Greece via Turkey has fallen substantially. According to Frontex,9 the European force that controls the European Union’s external borders in the Mediterranean, the number of migrants reaching the European Union by sea fell by two-thirds in 2016 with respect to 2015. Frontex attributes this reduction to the agreement with Turkey. However, the number of migrants arriving in Italy from Libya via the so-called central Mediterranean route has risen by 20 percent, reaching the record number of 181,000 in 2016. This increase in the number of migrants is due to continued political anarchy in Libya and the pressure of migrants from sub-Saharan Africa.


    Although the Union managed not to collapse under the burden of the migratory crisis in 2016, the outlook for 2017 continues to be pessimistic. The political chaos in Libya looks set to drag on. Support is waning for the UN’s attempts to establish a national unity government. The two rival governments in Tripoli and Tobruk are still at odds with each other. The militia leader Hartar (who still has the support of Egypt and also visited Moscow in 2016) has gained strength, but not enough to take control of the country. All this makes it likely that the flow of migrants across Libya will carry on growing in 2017. More seriously still, it is being questioned whether the agreement with Turkey will continue to be implemented. Although Europe has paid the promised three billion euros, the Turkish government is complaining that the Union has not fulfilled the rest of the conditions of the agreement. The Turks are particularly disgruntled about still not having been granted access to the Schengen area without visas. Given European citizens’ concerns about terrorism and migrants and the upcoming 2017 elections in France, Germany, the Netherlands and possibly Italy, Europe seems unlikely to comply with this part of the agreement. The fact that Britain’s then prime minister David Cameron stated during the Brexit referendum campaign that Turkey would never be a European Union member did not help. Although President Erdogan threatened to call off the agreement, the Turks are implementing it. Nevertheless, the threat is hanging over the European Union’s head like a sword of Damocles. There is a risk that at any moment now, in 2017, the Turks will denounce the agreement owing to the European Union’s failure to comply, and this will open the floodgates of migrants into Greece from Turkey again. It is by no means clear whether the European Union is currently in a better position than it was in 2015 to handle a new migratory crisis.


    



    Is the terrorist threat exaggerated?


    



    Many people see a link between migration and Islamic terrorism. European governments and citizens alike are concerned about Islamic terrorists entering the European Union as illegal migrants. This concern has sparked growing hostility towards migrants. Islamic terrorism is always named as one of citizens’ main concerns in polls. European governments feel compelled to allocate substantial resources to preventing terrorism. However, the evidence suggests that the threat of terrorism is much less serious in Europe today than it was in the 1970s or 1980s.10 The statistics clearly show that the nationalist and left-wing terrorists of those years (be they ETA, IRA or the Red Brigades) posed a greater threat in terms of both frequency of attacks and number of victims. In 2016 there were only two serious attacks in Europe. In both cases the terrorist used a truck to kill civilians, first in Nice on 14 June, killing 86 people, and later in Berlin on 19 December, when 12 people died. The use of trucks instead of arms or explosives in these attacks could signify a reduction in the terrorist capabilities of the Islamic groups in Europe in 2016 compared to 2015. In the two main attacks and the other minor attacks perpetrated in 2016, an individual used elementary technology to kill civilians. Comparison with the more sophisticated attacks carried out in 2015 on Bataclan and Brussels airport is striking. Instead of teams of terrorists trained and prepared in Syria and Iraq, the so-called Islamic State seems to be relying more on individuals, «lone wolves», with limited (if any) direct links to the terrorist group. This may amount to a change in strategy or tactics. But it may also reflect the success of the European security forces at breaking down the terrorists’ logistic and support networks and, accordingly, their capabilities.


    This does not mean to say that Islamic terrorism is going to disappear from Europe. The military failures of the self-styled Islamic State in both Iraq and Syria could encourage many of the radicalised citizens who have been fighting in those countries to return to Europe. They can conceal themselves in the mass influxes of illegal migrants. The Islamic State could react to military defeat by launching more terrorist attacks in Europe. It is possible that the Islamic State has gained access to chemical or biological weapons in Syria and could use them in «dirty» attacks in Europe.


    Surveillance continues to be essential. However, the threat might be exaggerated. Fewer than 100 people died in terrorist attacks in Europe in 2016. In most of the attacks nobody or only the terrorist died. The diversion of resources, especially military, to counterterrorism means that fewer resources are available to address the rest of the European Union’s strategic challenges. The deployment of the French army, for example, in counterterrorism tasks in France’s streets and on beaches, not only reduces the number of military available for other tasks but also their battle readiness. Limitations on the number of available European military, doubts about the reliability of the United States under President Trump and Russia’s aggressiveness under President Putin could force the European governments to reconsider this diversion of resources in 2017 in order to re-establish the balance between counterterrorism and expenditure on other geopolitical challenges.


    



    Turkey, an ally or a rival?


    



    Compared to the European Union, Turkey does have a serious terrorist problem, which is worsening. As explained previously, Turkey plays a key role in the European strategy for handling the migratory crisis. However, relations between Europe and Turkey deteriorated throughout 2016 and could go from bad to worse in 2017. Ankara’s rapprochement with Moscow is complicating NATO’s future precisely when NATO is more important than ever to the security of a Europe trapped between presidents Trump and Putin. For these reasons Turkey is a key to Europe’s strategic outlook. However, it is difficult to see how the European Union can repair its relations with Ankara while Erdogan is president.


    Relations between the European Union and Turkey have always been fragile and vulnerable to geopolitical shocks, partly because they have been based on deceit. The European Union has publicly stated that Turkey can join the Union provided it meets the essential membership requisites. However, it has been clear for a long time that it will never be allowed to join. The amendment made to the French constitution whereby any new European Union candidate must be approved in a referendum leaves the decision up to French voters. Given France’s current political situation, it is hard to imagine people voting in favour of Turkish membership. Nor are the other Union members keen to take in the Turks. Indeed  and here lies the irony  the only member state that had previously expressed any enthusiasm about the prospect of Turkish membership is Britain, which has just voted to exit the Union. Opposition to Turkey’s accession had never been openly expressed before. The European Commission had established a number of criteria and prerequisites, confident that Turkey would never meet them. In fact, the current Turkish government has surprised the Commission with all the criteria it has met. Although the Turkish government is frustrated by Europe’s reluctance to let it join and knows it might well never join, it has gone along with Europe in keeping up the pretence. The process has run into difficulties with an increasingly authoritarian Turkish government, but relations between Europe and Turkey have reached their current crisis due to a combination of the rapprochement between Ankara and Moscow, the Brexit referendum and the failed coup of July 2016.


    Although the start of 2016 saw Turkey at odds with Russia after shooting down a Russian fighter jet in Turkish airspace, Erdogan seems to have changed his geopolitical tune at the beginning of the summer. Having lost confidence in the United States’ reliability as an ally in the Middle East and irked by Europeans’ constant criticism of his form of government, he made overtures to Moscow, apologising for downing the Russian plane. This rapprochement was speeded up by the Brexit referendum and the failed coup. As commented earlier, during the Brexit campaign Cameron felt compelled to state that Turkey could never join the European Union. Although the European Union and the Turkish government were both aware of this, it was the first time a European leader had actually said so publicly  and that leader happened to be the head of the government traditionally most in favour of Turkish accession. It is one thing to know something unofficially but quite another to have it splashed all over the headlines of Britain’s yellow press. The Turkish government’s annoyance was inevitable.


    The failed coup d’état on 15 July changed the pace of Turkish politics and hastened the deterioration of relations between Europe and Turkey. President Erdogan noted that the European leaders and President Obama hesitated to congratulate him on crushing the coup whereas President Putin was quick to do so. After the coup Erdogan set about brutally purging the army and the government. He took the opportunity to cleanse the Turkish state of Gulenists, dismissing and arresting not just military and politicians but also judges, university lecturers, doctors, teachers and journalists. This internal crackdown inevitably prompted European governments and institutions to denounce his human rights abuses. Erdogan paid no heed to the denunciations and intensified his clampdown. He also set about reforming the Turkish constitution to reinforce the post of president and threatened to bring back the death penalty (which the Turkish parliament had abolished in order to join the European Union). After resuming the internal struggle against the Kurdish separatists of the PKK and breaking off relations with the so-called Islamic State in Syria, Turkey suffered a spate of terrorist attacks perpetrated by both Kurds and Islamists. These attacks have intensified both its feeling of geopolitical isolation and its need to find a reliable partner.


    President Erdogan seems to think that his loyal geopolitical partner is President Putin. For Erdogan, Putin is a reliable collaborator in the Middle East and, unlike President Obama, militarily effective in Syria and not overly concerned about human rights abuses or his growing authoritarianism. Russia also offers the possibility of geostrategic collaboration in the Caucasus and Central Asia. So far it is not clear how far this rapprochement between Ankara and Moscow might go. It seems that Erdogan has already drastically changed his policy towards Syria. Instead of collaborating with the United States against Assad’s regime, he is now collaborating with the Russians on stabilising the country.


    The first results have been a truce imposed by Russians and Turks and negotiations on the country’s future sponsored by Russia, Turkey and Iran in Kazakhstan. But this has serious implications for the future of NATO and European security. In Ukraine, Eastern Europe and the Baltic republics, NATO is at odds with Russia. Yet Turkey, a NATO member, is collaborating with Russia to solve the Middle East’s problems. At a time when President Trump is questioning the value of NATO to the United States and stressing that European partners must contribute more to its defence budgets, Turkey’s attitude and actions are calling the alliance’s future into question.


    Europe needs to improve its relations with Turkey, both to maintain the agreement on the migratory crisis and to reinforce its security during the era of presidents Trump and Putin. However, it is hard to see how it can while President Erdogan remains in power and is cracking down on his opponents at home. Once again, the Union’s electoral calendar in 2017, which is further fuelling xenophobic and anti-Turkish sentiment among the Union’s citizens, is complicating the Union’s geostrategy.


    



    Russia, the awakening of the «bear»


    



    Russia continues to be the European Union’s biggest geopolitical threat in 2017. In 2016 the focus of Russian foreign policy shifted to Syria. President Putin has taken advantage of European and American lack of coherence and commitment in Syria to involve himself in the crisis. Within a short time, he has managed to ensure the survival of Assad’s regime, become the indispensable man in the region and strike up a close relationship with both Turkey and Iran.


    Russia, Turkey and Iran presided over the Syrian peace negotiations in Kazakhstan, while the United States and the European Union were left on the side-lines (the Russians invited the Americans to attend, but as observers). The influence of both Europe and the United States in the whole of the Middle East has thus been reduced. However, the greatest threat Russia poses to Europe is at the Union’s eastern borders. Russia continues to occupy Crimea, which is destabilising Ukraine, and has stepped up its military flights probing European airspace. The number of cyberattacks has also risen, especially in the Baltic republics, and they appear to have been authorised by the Russian government. At the end of 2016 Europe renewed its economic sanctions on Russia over the occupation of Crimea. However, it is not clear what the purpose of these sanctions is. Europe is neither willing nor militarily able to drive the Russians out of Crimea, or its militiamen out of eastern Ukraine. However, nor is it in Europe’s interests to keep up the sanctions until Russia collapses politically or economically. The European countries’ different opinions on Russia have begun to emerge  the Eastern European countries in particular need to juggle their economic interests with the risks of a clash with Moscow (and the few possibilities of any real support from the rest).


    European governments increasingly fear a «hybrid war» between Russia and the European Union. This growing concern partly reflects the accusations of Russian meddling in the presidential elections in the United States in support of Trump’s candidature. This is not the place to debate on whether the concept of hybrid war is valid or whether the Russians have adopted the «Gerasimov doctrine» as a new strategic doctrine.11 It is sufficient to note that this expression was coined after Russia’s intervention in Georgia and Ukraine to describe the use of a combination of conventional and non-conventional, military and non-military tools to further Russia’ strategic aims (the Russians, even General Gerasimov himself, claim that this is simply a response to the use of conventional and non-conventional tools by the United States and European Union in the Maidan demonstrations in 2014 to overthrow the government of Yanukovych, whom Russia considered the democratically chosen president of Ukraine). In the current context, concern about Russia’s «hybrid war» relates to a series of coordinated non-military actions designed to undermine the European Union’s coherence and change Europe’s policy towards Russia. Whereas the short-term goal is to put an end to the economic sanctions against Russia, in the medium and long terms it also seeks to weaken the European Union. There is evidence of a Russian strategy of meddling with European internal politics. The activities and instruments the Russians are using as part of this strategy include taking part in online debates and newspapers’ comment sections, subsidising Eurosceptic and right-wing parties (for example UKIP in Britain and the National Front in France), and subsidising seminars and academic lectures and cyberattacks. Many of these activities are not sinister in themselves and might be called public diplomacy in another context.12 However, in this case it is their combination with other more sinister activities (such as cyberattacks) as part of a broader strategy that makes the difference. The goal is not so much to convince European observers that Russia is right but rather to undermine European citizens’ confidence in all the European Union narratives. It is more important to weaken the credibility of European narratives than to prove that Russia’s is right. For example, in the case of the MH17 civil aircraft downed in Ukraine in 2014, Moscow promoted its own version not to be convincing but to cast doubts on the official western version. Russia’s capabilities in this type of cyber warfare have reached a point where European observers are often unable to distinguish between someone offering an alternative analysis of the situation and a Russian propagandist. The focus of European governments’ current concerns is that the Russians could use this broad array of tools, including cyberattacks, to influence the decisive elections in Europe in 2017, especially in France and Germany.13


    This Russian strategy of misleading information and confusion has already chalked up a few successes. Estonia’s new prime minister, Juri Ratis, leader of the Centre Party, which relies on the support of the Russian community, is likely to adopt a less hostile attitude to the Russians than his predecessor. The recently elected president of Bulgaria, Rumen Radev, is openly pro-Russian. The Bulgarian prime minister reacted to his election by resigning and triggering parliamentary elections that could result in an equally pro-Russian government. Even before Radev’s election, the Bulgarian government was attempting to repair its relations with Moscow, resuming talks on the South Stream gas pipeline (despite the European Commission’s opposition). For countries like Bulgaria, the rapprochement between Ankara and Moscow increasingly appears to be converting the Black Sea into a Russian pond. The responses of the European Union and NATO seem inappropriate and unconvincing. Therefore, it is not surprising that Moldavia’s new president, Igor Dodon, has undertaken to scrap the association treaty with the European Union, once again giving priority to closer relations with Moscow.


    Moscow’s influence can even be seen in the Western European countries. According to the polls, the candidates with the most possibilities of making it to the second round, François Fillon and Marine Le Pen, are pro-Russian. Even Britons’ pro-Brexit vote can be viewed as a success for the Russians (they have subsidised the anti-European UKIP party) as it marks the departure from the European Union of one of the staunchest opponents of Putin’s Russia. With such internal divides and disagreements, Europe will find it very difficult to maintain a united stance towards Russia in 2017. A lot will depend on Trump’s performance in the White House and the results of the European elections. But it at least seems possible that the regime of economic sanctions on Russia is beginning to collapse, and this would amount to a major victory for Putin.


    



    Brexit: A catalyst of the fragmentation of the European Union?


    



    The biggest internal strategic shock the European Union suffered in 2016 was when British citizens voted to leave the Union in the 23 June referendum. This is the first time a member state has filed for divorce and the referendum result dealt a harsh blow to the Union’s morale. An intense debate ensued in both Britain and the rest of Europe on what this decision means and why the British decided that their future lay outside the Union. The referendum was called by the then prime minister David Cameron to shore up his party and government vis-à-vis the threats of the Eurosceptic UKIP and disgruntlement of right-wing members of his own party. When Cameron promised to call a referendum on Britain’s exit from the Union he did not expect to win the 2015 elections with an absolute majority. He thought he would have to team up with the Liberal Democrats to form another coalition governments. As the liberals are very pro-Europe and strongly opposed to the idea of a referendum, Cameron believed he could avoid the need to call the referendum, blaming the liberals, When, much to his surprise, he secured an absolute majority, he had no choice but to keep his promise and go ahead with the referendum.


    The clear vote to leave the European Union was not just a rejection of Europe but also of Cameron’s government and the political elite who have dominated European politics for the past 30 years. The same phenomenon led to President Trump’s election victory in the United States and is garnering increased support for populist parties in the rest of Europe. But it also reflects an ambiguity about Europe that has always been present in British politics and public opinion. Britons, especially the English, have never regarded themselves as European. For the English, Europe has always been «over there». British foreign policy has always oscillated between full involvement in European affairs and «splendid isolation». However, the default situation is what might be defined as an off-shore balancer, a strategy in which a major power uses regional powers to stem the emergence of potentially hostile powers. It seems that Theresa May’s government wishes to return to the default situation.14


    The main problem triggered by Britain’s decision to exit the European Union was uncertainty. Neither the British government, nor the European governments and institutions had bargained on the result of the referendum. Therefore, nobody had a strategy or clear idea of how to respond (not even the British politicians who had led the Brexit campaign). Prime Minister Cameron, who had promised to implement the decision, immediately resigned, adding to the uncertainty. Both the president of the European Commission, Jean Claude Juncker, and the still president of the European Parliament, Martin Schulz, insisted that Britain had to trigger article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty immediately, until his legal advisors informed him that this decision could only be made by the British government. The choice of Theresa May as Cameron’s successor merely led to the unenlightening statement that «Brexit means Brexit». Apart from that, the uncertainty continued during the autumn of 2016, sparking concern among major companies and financial markets alike. However, the disastrous consequences economists had predicted for the British economy if Britons voted to leave did not materialise. Britain’s economic fundamentals continued to be robust, though the value of the pound dropped by between 15 and 20 percent against the dollar and the euro.


    The speech delivered by Theresa May on 17 January 2017 at last shed some light on what Britain’s intentions were at least.15 She made it clear that the British government’s priorities were to regain control of Britain’s borders and shed the yoke of the European Commission and the European Court of Justice. British parliament, not the European Commission, would be sovereign again in Britain. Therefore, Britain would fully withdraw from the single market and customs union. On the basis of this full withdrawal from the European Union, Britain would negotiate new relations with Europe in trade, defence, security and foreign policy. Although the British government wants agreements that maximise the possibility of trade in goods and services between Britain and the rest of Europe, Theresa May made it clear that she preferred no agreement at all to a bad agreement. She attempted to hold the European Commission responsible for the success or failure of the negotiations. Meanwhile, Britain would be free to initiate talks with non-European countries on possible bilateral free trade agreements. She also confirmed that she would trigger article 50, and that the exit process would begin at the end of March 2017.


    May’s speech announcing this hard Brexit was generally well accepted by other European leaders on account of her clear and realistic stance, and because she accepted that Britain could not remain in the single market without respecting the European agreements on migration. But at the same time, the majority stressed that Britain could not be allowed to emerge as the winner, and that it should fare worse out than in. This statement reflected the concern that Britain’s exit could encourage other countries to leave and eventually trigger the break-up of the European Union.


    May’s confidence in a hard Brexit is also a reflection of several factors which have reinforced her position. The election of Trump as president of the United States and his offer of a bilateral free trade deal improve Britain’s economic prospects. The admission by Barnier, the Commission’s main negotiator that several European countries would have to maintain access to the London banks to fund their sovereign debts has reinforced the City’s position. The opposition of the small countries has reduced the risk of punishment negotiations. Indeed, at the beginning of 2017 things were looking their brightest on all sides since the referendum.


    Like everything else, it will largely depend on the presidential and parliamentary elections of 2017. However, May’s speech makes it much easier to assess the strategic implications of Brexit for Europe. On the one hand, May’s decision to go for a hard Brexit has implications for Britain’s constitutional stability and security. Its impact on Scotland has been widely discussed. The Scots voted to remain in the European Union by a clear majority. The Scottish prime minister, Nicola Sturgeon, has threatened to hold a new referendum on Scottish independence if Scotland is made to withdraw from the single market. But this could be tricky. It is unclear how the British government would react or what it could do if the Scots were to call a referendum without permission from London. On the other hand, Nicola Sturgeon has made it very clear that she would only call a referendum if a vote in favour of independence were guaranteed.


    All the polls indicate that if a referendum were held on Scottish independence now, the result would be the same as in 1994: 55 percent against. Nor is it clear how much support Scotland would have in Europe. Although it would earn many sympathies, Europe would be cautious so as not to complicate the negotiations with Britain, and Spain would be concerned about the implications for Catalonia and the Basque Country. The consequences in Northern Ireland could be even more serious. The most important element of the peace process for the Republicans was the concept of progress towards the reunification of Ireland. Even if not immediate, it would be possible in the future, if 50 percent of the population of Northern Ireland plus one is in favour. Meanwhile, the withdrawal of all border controls between the two Irelands makes this future seem more possible every day. A hard Brexit could entail re-establishing the border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. The European Union would no longer function as the framework for settling conflicts as it is now. It would be a harsh psychological blow to the Republic, which would view it as a major step backwards. The rise in dissident Republican terrorism in recent months and the political crisis in Belfast following the collapse of the Ulster government (with new elections in April) makes it an even more sensitive issue.


    Mrs May seems to realise this, because she has proposed a bilateral agreement with Dublin to avoid re-establishing the border between Northern Ireland and the Republic. But this could be difficult to fit in with the European rules if Northern Ireland does not belong to the single market. Nor would the European Commission accept the precedent created, whereby Britain negotiates bilateral agreements with member states outside the community framework (in contrast, such a precedent would delight the British and possibly a few of the Eastern European members of the Union too).


    Ironically, the implications for Europe could be more serious. The European Union will lose 18 percent of its GDP (and might need to renegotiate some of its international trade agreements). It will lose importance and influence in international institutions and negotiations: for example, in the WTO and in negotiations on climate change. It will lose a permanent member of the Security Council. Germany’s relative economic weight in the Union will grow. However, given the hostile and unstable geopolitical environment, the most important implications could be for defence and security. Europe’s military capabilities are limited and have been dwindling since the end of the Cold War because European governments have attempted to make the most of the peace dividend. German military forces cannot be deployed in combat overseas owing to the constraints laid down in Germany’s Basic Law (constitution). At any rate, they have lessened considerably since the Cold War, as the German government has reduced its defence budgets. 2017 has witnessed a change in the trend: the budget has increased by nearly 2.5 billion euros to 36.61 billion.16


    Of the other European armies, only those of Britain and France, the European nuclear powers, would be capable of deploying overseas. Therefore, Britain’s exit has very serious implications for European defence. It is not just a question of losing Britain’s armies but also its logistic capabilities to support overseas deployments.


    Europe is also losing British institutional collaboration on intelligence matters. Apart from having one of the few global intelligence services in Europe (both Humint and Sigint), Britain is also part of «Five Eyes», a very close intelligence-sharing alliance between the United States, Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Britain. Not that Britain shares Five Eyes information or reports with its European partners. However, its analyses, which it does share, draw on these reports. Europe thus benefits from Britain’s membership of Five Eyes.


    Evidently, British troops are not going to cease to defend the West, including Europe, and nor are its intelligence services. Britain will continue to be an important member of NATO. However, it will no longer be part of the European defence and intelligence communities. A few analysts have stated that Britain’s absence from the formal European intelligence-sharing structures is less important because the significant sharing is done bilaterally given the huge differences in the European intelligence services in terms of reputation and reliability.


    This is true to an extent. However, depending solely on bilateral relations makes exchanges less automatic and increases the risk of important information slipping through the gaps in these bilateral relations. Britain’s absence from the European defence community will increase the burden on the smaller European countries at times of economic crisis. But more importantly  and ironically  still, Europe’s reliance on NATO and the United States’ security umbrella will increase when they are being questioned the most.


    The European leaders’ immediate reaction to Brexit  the proposal to take advantage of Britain’s absence to boost Europe’s military capabilities  shows little historical memory. The same proposal was made in 1998 at St Malo by the then Prime Minister Blair and President Chirac. More importantly, it is unrealistic for the abovementioned reasons. Europe without Britain loses real military capabilities and, at times of austerity, it is difficult to see how it would be willing or able to do anything about it. Britain has reacted to the Russian threat by deploying military forces in Poland and in the Baltic republics, but in the framework of NATO and with bilateral agreements. So far there has been no European response.


    If Europe wants to create a defence capability that is independent from NATO (in view of the problems with Turkey and with Trump in the White House, there may well be good reason to do so), it will have to do so in such a way that it includes European countries that are not EU members: Norway and Iceland as well as Britain. That is why it is so important that May stated in her speech that Britain wants to carry on collaborating with Europe as closely as possible in areas such as defence, security and counterterrorism. Mutual interests and needs in these areas could facilitate a more pragmatic, if not friendly, divorce.


    



    Donald Trump: «America first»


    



    If Brexit was the greatest external strategic blow to the European Union in 2016, the election of Donald Trump as president of the United States was a geopolitical earthquake. It was partly a question of style. The European political elite, who had invested heavily in Hillary Clinton, were appalled by Trump’s vulgarity. But it was also one of substance. There is no Trump doctrine in foreign policy (though nor was there an Obama doctrine apart from «Don’t do stupid shit!») and, at the time of writing this chapter, in mid-January, it was still not clear what he will do. However, what appear to be a few core elements of his world vision have emerged. These include contempt for international organisations; a preference for bilateral trade deals (instead of multilateral agreements); Middle East interests limited to defending Israel and crushing the self-styled Islamic State; the need to improve relations with Russia and lift the economic sanctions; the need to challenge China (both to re-establish the balance in bilateral trade and to limit its military ambitions); insistence that the allies, especially in NATO, pay more for defence; and the conviction that the European Union is damaging to American interests. All these factors are cause for great concern to Europeans.


    Trump’s comments on Europe have been few but far from flattering. He does not share the vision of the East Coast political class that the European Union is key to maintaining peace and stability on the continent. He has enthusiastically welcomed Britain’s departure and even received Nigel Farage, the former leader of the Eurosceptic UKIP, at his New York office immediately after being elected (Farage was the first foreign politician he received as president elect). And he has offered to negotiate a bilateral free trade agreement with Britain as a priority of his administration. Obama’s outgoing ambassador to the European Union has accused Trump of wanting to break up the Union. Trump himself, in a speech harshly attacking Germany’s Chancellor Merkel, stated that without Britain the European Union is no more than a vehicle for Germany’s economic interests and that is how he treats it. Trump’s advisers have denied that he wishes to actively promote the Union’s breakup or that he considers such a breakup to be favourable to the United States’ interests. However, they also admit that Trump will welcome and support any member state that follows Britain’s example.


    Trump’s preference for bilateral trade agreements could also damage Europe’s economic interests. The Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) was already in danger before Trump’s election. Government ministers of both Germany and France had already declared it to be dead (for different reasons). But with Trump as president there is no chance of resuscitating it. His team has made it clear that he prefers bilateral trade agreements. Two of his first executive orders were to revise the North Atlantic Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and to scrap the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). In bilateral agreements, Trump’s primary objective is to promote and protect the United States’ trade and industrial interests. In the absence of the TTIP, and with the WTO stuck in a rut, Europe will have no choice but to negotiate a bilateral agreement with the United States. Trump (unlike Obama) has already said that the British take priority. He has also threatened to impose tariffs on German car manufacturers. If Trump is determined, and it seems he is, to return to a protectionist and mercantilist world, Europeans may stand more to lose than others.


    Trump’s election also poses serious geopolitical problems to the European Union. So far Europe has relied on NATO for its security. In recent years most European countries have preferred to clash with Russia and establish good economic and trade relations with China. Whereas Europe views Russia as a geopolitical threat, it sees China as an opportunity to improve its economic performance. Trump takes exactly the opposite stance, and this is jeopardising Europe’s strategy. Trump regards China as the biggest threat to the American economy and a military threat in the South China Sea. At the same time, he views Putin’s Russia as a possible ally. Europeans probably find a rapprochement between Washington and Moscow less worrying than a clash with China.


    Some European countries are already thinking about lifting the economic sanctions on Russia and the presidential elections in France could strengthen this tendency. What matters to Europeans is that closer relations with Moscow can achieve credible guarantees for the security of their eastern borders and for stabilising Ukraine. A trade war (or worse still, a war proper) between the United States and China could prove much costlier for Europe. All Europeans have invested heavily in their trade and economic relations with China. Many depend on Chinese financial investments. However, it is hard to see how all this could be maintained in the event of a serious clash between Washington and Beijing. Europeans could agree to making peace with Putin. But a conflict with China would endanger Europe’s fragile economic recovery.


    Nor do Europeans find Trump’s Middle East priorities reassuring. Although they share the aim of putting an end to the so-called Islamic State, they are concerned about the consequences in terms of the risk of more terrorist attacks in Europe. Trump’s support for Netanyahu’s hard line in Israel contrasts with Europe’s efforts to reach an agreement with the Palestinians. Given that the Europeans (unlike the Americans) still depend on Gulf oil, any American withdrawal from this area would endanger the European Union’s energy security.


    The main concern could be the implications of collaboration between Moscow and Washington in the Middle East. Russia has already taken advantage of the weakness of the West’s policy and strategy in Syria to reinforce its own position in the region. Russia is also very active in Algeria. The political anarchy in Libya, which neither Americans nor Europeans seem willing or able to resolve, is another opportunity for Putin.


    The Russian president has already made overtures to Sisi’s Egypt. Haftar, the militia leader supported by Egypt, has been to Moscow. This, coupled with the current good relations between Putin and Erdogan, poses the risk that not only the Black Sea but also the southern and eastern Mediterranean may become Russian ponds. For the Europeans, the worst scenario that could result from Trump’s election would be an isolated and weakened Europe at the mercy of President Putin.


    



    2017: The year of crucial elections


    



    Save for the inevitable emergence of black swans, the events that will most determine Europe’s strategic outlook in 2017 are the parliamentary and presidential elections. These elections will decide not only on the policies Europe can adopt to address its internal and geopolitical challenges but also on the continuation of the European project laid down in the Lisbon Treaty.


    The first parliamentary elections will take place in the Netherlands in March. In January Geert Wilders’ Freedom Party (PVV) was topping all the polls. It is an anti-Islam, anti-migration and Eurosceptic party. It has already won a referendum in the Netherlands to block European aid to Ukraine (though the turnout was very low). It has no chance of winning an absolute majority and few possibilities of becoming part of a coalition government. So far the other political parties have made it clear that Geert Wilders and his party are unacceptable and they are not prepared to help them govern. However, a coalition of the other political parties to keep Wilders out could be counterproductive. It would reinforce the message that he heads a movement against a political elite that always joins forces to protect its privileges. This message proved to be very popular and effective with Dutch voters, for example, when Wilders was convicted for his anti-Islamic comments. Even if Wilders remains in the opposition, as the leader of the largest party in parliament he will exert major influence on the government’s discourse. While he might not decide on the government’s policies, he will be able to considerably limit its room for manoeuvre.


    The presidential elections in France in May could be even more crucial for Europe’s future. They are also much more difficult to predict. As of the start of the year, the polls indicated that the central-right candidate François Fillon and extreme right-wing candidate Marine Le Pen would go through to the second round. Conventional wisdom states that the second round will produce the same result as in 1992, when the left-wing voters joined forces with the centre-right voters to give President Chirac a crushing victory over Le Pen’s father with 80 percent of the vote. The polls seem to confirm this interpretation, though with Le Pen losing by a much smaller margin than her father.


    However, there is reason to question both conventional wisdom and opinion polls. Marine Le Pen has renewed the National Front’s programme and image. She has presented it as the defender of the Republic’s values: both the traditional values of the secular state and those of the social model. This has enabled her to attract traditional left-wing working-class voters who feel disappointed and neglected, as well as more traditional right-wing FN voters. The fact that disgruntled working-class voters do not usually take part in opinion polls leads to distorted results.


    A victory for Le Pen would, of course, change all this; it would be a more powerful earthquake than Trump’s election. It would question the European Union’s future in the very short term. But even if the forecasts come true and Fillon wins the election, the European political landscape would also change slightly. Fillon, as we have seen, like Le Pen, is pro-Russian and is in favour of lifting the economic sanctions.


    Le Pen’s success at reaching the second round of the presidential elections could limit her room for manoeuvre, especially if the National Front enjoys similar success in the parliamentary elections. The wildcard in the French presidential elections is Macron, the young economist who has established his own political movement. He is offering a progressive alternative to the traditional French elite, just as Le Pen provides a right-wing alternative. Many commentators think that these elections are too early for Macron, but support for him was growing and it was considered possible that he could reach the second round instead of Fillon or even Le Pen. This would be the best prospect for continuity in French and European foreign policy.


    The September elections in Germany will also be crucial to the European Union’s future. At first sight, they are less complicated than those of France and the result is less difficult to predict. The CDU (the Christian Democrats) led by Angela Merkel, with its Bavarian sister party, the CSU, is almost certain to win again. But they will not secure an absolute majority and will have to form a coalition. The most interest results will be those of the Eurosceptic anti-migration party Alternativ fur Deutschland (AfD). According to the polls, this party will win between 10 and 15 percent of the vote and will be represented in parliament for the first time. However, new terrorist attacks in Germany or a resurgence of the migratory crisis could improve its results. In theory, AfD ought to be in a good position to decide who governs, but Merkel has said she does not wish to form a government with that party. This means that she would have to form another major coalition with the socialists. But CSU has stated it does not want to be part of a coalition with the socialists. Therefore, it would be a weaker coalition government than the present one and would be harshly criticised by the right, both the CSU and AfD. The other possibility would be a left-wing coalition of socialists, former communists and ecologists. Whatever the case, the most likely result will be a weaker government ill-equipped to play the leadership role Europe requires of Germany.


    It is also possible that there will be parliamentary elections in Italy in the spring. Prime Minister Renzi resigned after losing a referendum on constitutional change. The Italian president had to agree with Renzi’s successor whether to call new elections or whether the provisional government can remain in power. The greatest danger in Italy is of the country becoming gripped by a pincer formed by left-wing (Beppe Grillo’s Five Star Movement) and right-wing Eurosceptics (the Northern League). Given their ideological differences, it is hard to see how the Italian Eurosceptics could form a government. The greatest risk is of it failing to form a government strong or stable enough to handle the next stages of the Italian bank crisis, with consequences extending beyond Italy into the Euro Zone.


    



    The crossroads


    



    Europe is not going to break up in 2017 (unless Le Pen wins the presidential elections in France), but it will become increasingly weaker and less influential. The European Union has traditionally avoided geopolitical reflection and analysis. The word geopolitik has a bad reputation in Europe owing to its associations with writers like Carl Haushöfer, of the Nazi period. Europe has preferred normative diplomacy and the European Union sees itself as a model of international collaboration and the rule of law. The European Union has sought to promote an international system based on norms more than on power balancing. This is embodied by the concept of postmodern state, the European state which no longer solves problems using force and is willing to share its sovereignty in the interest of a higher good.17 Therefore, foreign policy depends more on soft power than hard power. This ideology allowed European governments to reduce their defence spending and allocate more resources to social and welfare policies. This was always wishful thinking. Europe was only able to trim its defence spending because of the American security umbrella. So-called normative diplomacy relied on the appeal of the European model. With the euro crisis and Brexit, this appeal has been questioned. With the election of Donald Trump as president of the United States, the American security umbrella is also being questioned. However, the European Union is currently witnessing the most dangerous and less stable geopolitical environment since the end of the Second Wold War and start of the Cold War.


    Some analysts have stated that the election of President Trump and the announcement of his nationalistic «America first» might force the Europe to start functioning. But there are major differences between the various member states with respect to institution building and Europe’s external strategy.


    For every European leader who states that what Europe needs is more Europe, there is another who stresses the need for a more flexible and more intergovernmental structure. The electoral calendar is further complicating the process. It is difficult to see how the European Union can make key decisions on its institution building or external strategy before the autumn, when all the new governments are in place. The issues are too profound for provisional solutions, and governments with elections coming up will be neither willing nor able to commit themselves during the pre-election campaign. But the autumn of 2017 could be too late. By then President Trump could already have triggered a realignment in global geopolitics, leaving the European Union out. Trump is already talking about a new relationship between the United States and post-Brexit Britain, which could influence the Brexit negotiations. The next step will be relations with Putin and China.


    Even if the European Union manages to avoid collapsing in 2017, it could find its international influence undermined in an increasingly dangerous and unstable world. Europe needs to rediscover its capacity for geopolitical thought, create a coherent common external strategy and develop means of promoting its influence in the world. Both its internal problems and the international environment make this a very difficult task.
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    Abstract


    



    The Middle East has experienced a great deal of turmoil in 2016. Since the Arab Spring uprisings of 2011, which rocked the traditional United States-dominated status quo of the post-Cold War period, the nations of the Middle East have been heading towards an unknown destination that is still remote. Some factors to be considered are the structural weaknesses of Arab states; regional competition between Iran and Saudi Arabia; the divide between Shia and Sunni Muslims (reinforced and amplified by the rivalry between the abovementioned regional powers); the changing balance of power between the still dominant but declining hegemon, the United States, and its rival Putin’s Russia, with the «known unknown» of the future Trump´s Middle East policies; and the economy, still heavily reliant on oil and gas. The chapter goes on to examine the main facts and trends of 2016 and the outlook for 2017 from the perspective of some of the most significant Middle East countries (Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey). Finally, some general conclusions are offered.
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    Introduction


    



    Since the spate of popular uprisings known as the «Arab Spring» inflamed the Middle East and North Africa in 2011, creating havoc with the established political order, the area has not ceased to experience upheaval. For most scholars, the «Arab Spring» marks a turning point, the end of an era and the beginning of another. Anyone who believes that the current status quo will continue is deeply mistaken. The Arab world is changing, and fast, though we do not yet know for certain in what direction it is heading.1


    Continuing the trend begun in 2011, 2016 was another year of transition in which the many existing crises continued to develop and hardly any of them ended, not even provisionally; on the contrary, the tendency over the course of the year has been for the various conflicts to worsen in the sense that they have become more endemic and difficult to deal with. At the start of 2017, the Middle East continues to be one of the most conflictive areas in the world, with states that are generally unstable and several wars that have been dragging on for years (chiefly in Syria, Iraq and Yemen). This has dashed a whole generation of achievements in the field of development2 and has caused hundreds of thousands of deaths3 and millions of refugees and displaced people.4
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        Image 1. The Middle East. Source: United Nations

      

    


    


    Regional perspective. The deep-seated causes of Middle East instability


    



    Before studying the vicissitudes of the various Middle East conflicts in 2016, it seems appropriate to illustrate the context in which they have emerged by examining a few common features: structural weakness of the Arab states, rivalry between regional powers, the internal rift in Islam between Sunnis and Shias; and shifting relative influence of the superpowers and economic factors in the Middle East.


    



    Structural weakness of the nation states in the Arab world and lack of governance


    



    Arab nation states generally display serious structural weaknesses. The difficulty of being inclusive and performing their function of redistributing wealth has led to the growing discredit of the governing elites.5 There is usually an authoritarian central power with few legal or institutional constraints and elites who account for a disproportionate percentage of national income. The lack of channels for expressing disconformity and calling for rights often leads claims to be expressed in the form of violence, and the ensuing government crackdown in turn fuels a spiral of dissatisfaction and violence, as occurred with the «Arab Spring».6


    The political system, with the usual safeguard of a highly developed security apparatus, is based on a «social contract» whereby traditionally, in exchange for citizens’ passive acquiescence, a corporativist and excessively large state with an inefficient state-centred economy provides the population not only with security and order but above all with material well-being. Therefore, stability has been greater in states with surplus economic resources, chiefly from oil revenues, such as the countries belonging to the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).7


    In states that do not enjoy abundant oil reserves and where the economic crisis is endemic (Egypt, for example), while the ruling class attempts to reduce traditional consumption subsidies as they are unsustainable in the long run, jobless young people without prospects who have not emigrated to Europe or the Gulf states scrape a living and are a breeding ground for extremist protest movements. These non-state actors often create parallel welfare systems and have even supplanted traditional state functions wholly or partially. This environment of progressive radicalisation is leading religious arguments to become mixed up with social justice, making for an explosive cocktail, and in many cases even traditional «political Islam» opposed in varying degrees to the established power (represented by movements such as the Muslim Brothers) has been overwhelmed by extreme jihadist groups that use violent methods. The various countries have handled the variants of the so-called «political Islam» very differently, taking approaches that range from full acceptance to mere tolerance, co-opting or repression and this is generally one of the unresolved issues in the Middle Eastern nations.8


    To this should be added the «original sin» of most of the Middle Eastern states: they are relatively recent political constructions that date back no further than to the dismantling of the Turkish empire after the First World War. This relative immaturity makes the current turmoil an inevitable part of an internal nation building process that is still unfinished.


    Apart from Israel, Iran and Turkey,9 practically all the states in the area basically define themselves as «Arab» and share the same language and culture. However, the cohesion of many of the «Arab» states of the Middle East, such as Iraq, Lebanon, Syria and Yemen, is complicated by the fact that they are home to different cultural or religious communities (Sunni, Shia, Kurd, Druze, Christian, Turkmen, etc.) whose official recognition and degree of identification with the nation-state varies.10 A further factor is the survival of tribal structures with their own hierarchies and administrations that are informal but no less real in many countries in the area. This contributes to greater fragmentation of the political and social structures.11


    A particularly significant problem is that posed by one of the largest «stateless nations», the Kurds, whose identifying features, unusually for the Middle East, are not religious but cultural.12 A vague «Kurdistan» encompasses part of Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Iran; for those countries, the Kurdish issue is «existential», particularly for Turkey and Iraq which have large Kurdish populations. It is interesting that the circumstances of the Kurdish community differ considerably from country to country in aspects such as relations with the central power, access to economic resources and even relations with other Kurds living in neighbouring states; sometimes there are even notable internal divisions among Kurds living in the same country.13


    In any case, it can be concluded that despite the many imperfections of the Middle Eastern nation-states, the fact is that there is currently no organisational concept of a replacement, as secular pan-Arabism (of the sort attempted by Nasser in the 1960s), pan-Islamism (which Erdogan promoted from Turkey years ago) or sectarianism, either Sunni-based (promoted by the Caliphate of Daesh/Islamic State) or Shia-based, are at least as problematic if not more so.


    



    



    Rivalry between regional powers versus internal division in Islam between Sunnis and Shias


    



    The «regional order» in the Middle East can currently be considered to be structured around five medium-sized powers: Israel, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Iran and Turkey, which, after the «Arab spring» and weakening of American dominance in the area, have constituted a highly volatile «competitive multipolarity»14 characterised by temporary short-term alignments of these powers in alliances that change in relation to specific issues, with a «zero-sum game» mentality that is not very conducive to agreements.15


    It has been pointed out that until very recently the relationship between all the regional powers was governed by the post-Cold-War scheme of Pax Americana, with a status quo that left Iran, Iraq and Syria on the side-lines and diluted the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as the epicentre of violence.16 This regional order, which was consolidated after the United States won the Gulf War in 1991, began to crumble after the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent US intervention in Afghanistan and Iraq and, as can be seen in the following section, is currently being reshaped after the United States clearly expressed its unwillingness to shoulder the burden of continuing to be a hegemonic power and guarantor of the system.


    A central feature of the current geopolitical makeup of the Middle East is the strategic competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran, which reached an extreme in 2016 and has polarised the action of other minor actors.17 The cause of Saudi Arabia’s new assertiveness has been the United States’ perceived attitude of appeasement and naivete towards Iran’s growing aggressiveness during the eight years of the Obama administration, which culminated in the nuclear agreement of July 2015.18 After powerlessly witnessing America pull out of Iraq and perceiving it to be moving closer to Iraq and uninterested in Iranian expansionism in Syria and Yemen, and the consolidation of the prominent position of Hezbollah, Iran’s faithful ally in Lebanon, following the ascent to the throne of King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz in January 2015, the new Saudi Arabian leaders decided to directly defy the ayatollahs’ regime without taking the United States into account.


    Saudi Arabia surprised the world with its military intervention in Yemen in March 2015 at the helm of an ad hoc international coalition19 to halt the expansion of the Houthi Shia minority, which it considered (without reservations) a puppet in Iran’s hands. Over the course of 2016 a veritable «cold war» was waged between Saudi Arabia and Iran, which have broken off diplomatic relations and have been involved in many episodes of diplomatic and political stand-offs in various fields, even mutual recriminations, as a result of which Iranians were unable to go on their pilgrimage to Mecca (Hajj).20 The countries accuse each other of being behind Daesh/Islamic State and al-Qaeda, of carrying out cyberattacks and spying on each other, as well as of stirring up the ethnic and religious minorities in their rival’s territory (Shia in Saudi Arabia and Arab and Kurd in Iran). Similarly, whereas Riyadh denounces Tehran’s support for the war crimes of the dictator Assad in Syria against his own population, the Iranians reproach the Saudis for the humanitarian disaster triggered by their military intervention in Yemen and criticise their half-heartedness towards Israel. This escalation has sparked fears that it may turn into an armed conflict, though it seems that the rivals, which share the same concern about their own internal stability, are settling for playing out their rivalry in third countries through pawns acting on their behalf or for exchanging harsh declarations, at least for the time being.


    Added to the competition between Iran and Saudi Arabia is the rift between Sunnis and Shias within Islam.21 The majority Muslim religion could have been a unifying factor in the Middle East, but regional rivalry between Riyadh and Tehran has reinforced the divide in Islam between Sunnis and Shias, which dates from the eighth century. Both Saudi Arabia and Iran, aspiring to head Sunni and Shia Islam respectively,22 have promoted this sectarian divide both directly and indirectly, with considerable success. Not only have the conflicts in Iraq, Syria and Yemen and the sectarian violence of Daesh/Islamic State widened the gap between Sunni and Shia, but this divide (which has been managed peacefully in certain periods and countries) has also been used for spurious purposes by other national and local actors to shore up their own powerful position.23 Once set in motion, this sectarian dynamic in both Iraq and Syria has fed back into itself to the point of creating cohesive blocs that are incompatible with each other.


    It should be noted that although the Sunni Muslim population is numerically much larger than its Shia counterpart (85 as opposed to 15 percent), this overall proportion takes very different forms in each of the Middle Eastern countries and this conditions the politics and attitudes of each state.
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    Table 1. Muslims as a percentage of the population and the proportion of Shia Muslims in various Middle Eastern countries. Source: Pew Research Center24.


    



    



    Changes in the relative influence of the superpowers in the Middle East


    



    The general trend in globalisation and the end of the American «unipolar moment» that emerged after the Cold War has questioned the traditional relationship of dependence between the United States and its «client» states in the Middle East, leading to a new, increasingly multipolar and competitive regional order in which the major powers are finding it harder to make their own policies prevail and, in addition, since 2015 the regional dynamics have also been altered by Russia’s new assertive role.25


    Since the end of the Cold War, the United States had maintained its monopoly on political and military interventionism in the area that was clearly established in the first Gulf War of 1991 and overwhelmingly demonstrated by the invasion of Iraq in 2003. The Arab elites’ attitude to American predominance was generally one of acceptance, as despite the occasional rhetoric (especially for domestic consumption) on western interventionism, they were all aware that it both guaranteed the status quo and effectively kept the Iranian threat in check. Nevertheless, the Sunni Arab rulers began to change their views when the United States «abandoned» Iraq in 2010, leaving the power in the hands of Shia leaders close to Tehran, and when Washington subsequently adopted an impassive attitude to the overthrow of old and faithful allies such as Hosni Mubarak’s regime in Egypt.26


    Faced with the turmoil sparked by the «Arab Springs», the United States found it difficult to strike a balance between its pro-democracy discourse and the realpolitik deriving from safeguarding its national interests in the short term. In particular, still smarting from the effects of the economic crisis of 2008, having learned its lesson from the unpopular, long drawn-out campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan and the undesired collateral effects of the intervention in Libya in 2011 and less reliant on the flows of Middle East oil owing to the development of fracking technology, the Obama administration explicitly announced that it was intending to reduce its influence in the Middle East in order to «pivot» to East Asia and the Pacific; this highlighted the crisis of the US-sponsored regional status quo.27 It thus left the stage free for increasingly assertive regional actors like Turkey, Iran and Saudi Arabia, at odds with each other.


    But the final coup de grace dealt to the wavering «old order» in the Middle East came in the autumn of 2015 when, surprisingly, Putin’s Russia seized the chance to return to the centre stage of international politics and once again show itself to be a «constructive» and indispensable superpower in the Middle East, attempting to push its defiance of the international order committed in Ukraine in 2014 into the background. For this purpose, Russia intervened militarily in Syria in defence of Bashar al-Assad’s weakened regime, projecting and sustaining its military power with impressive effectiveness and engaging in an intense warfare that the United States was not willing to emulate. The Russian president’s skilful combination of political, diplomatic and military action succeeded in decisively changing the course of the Syrian war, and likewise earned Moscow a prominence it had not enjoyed in the area since the Cold War days. After toying with the idea of cooperating with the United States in Syria throughout 2016, at the same time maintaining close coordination with Iran on the Syrian battlefield (not without mistrust) and having made an about-turn in Russian-Turkish relations,28 Putin left Washington completely out of the picture in Aleppo and in the subsequent ceasefire in December 2016, making the United States appear powerless to change the events on the ground.29 Russia, in contrast to the West, has proven it has clear objectives in Syria that are in line with its national interests and has focused all its actions on achieving them; it has returned to the Middle East and is there to stay, as became clear following the conclusion of the agreement with the Syrian government to boost the capacity of the existing naval base at Tartus.30


    Moscow enjoyed almost all-round success in 2016,31 though its recently attained privileged position could start to show its limitations in 2017. It is too soon to estimate the relevance to the Middle East of Trump’s and Putin’s supposed readiness to collaborate, though Moscow is realistic enough to know that it cannot totally dispense with the United States’ approval. In addition, it is not clear how much longer Putin can (or is willing to) sustain his burdensome political and military intervention in an area that is not so vital to Russian interests as the Black Sea or Ukraine. Another unknown quantity is how long Russian-Iranian strategic coordination can be kept up,32 as Tehran has its own regional agenda which does not match Russia’s, or what the future holds in store for the Russian entente with Turkey, a power which, despite its recent circumstantial rapprochement with Moscow, has traditionally been hostile to Russia and whose international track record seems rather erratic. All this leads us to the conclusion that it is not clear whether Russia is able or even willing to attempt to take on the hegemonic role previously enjoyed by the United States in the region, though it certainly aspires to increase its political weight both in the Middle East and globally.33


    The United States has deliberately focused exclusively on the «war on Daesh/Islamic State» in both Syria and Iraq from the minimalist perspective of counterterrorism,34 ignoring the effects of the rest of the conflicts that are being waged simultaneously. It seems that Washington, reluctant to commit to a permanent or long-term intervention in the Middle East, has taken for granted that it is incapable of decisively influencing the many local actors, at least those with clashing interests.35 Given the complexity of the regional context, it does not appear that the recovery of the territory of the «caliphate» of Daesh/Islamic State by the disjointed International Coalition led by the United States and its local allies will be sufficient to re-establish Middle Eastern stability; indeed, there are not even any guarantees that Iraq will finally be stabilised, but the United States appears resigned to this prospect. Viewed from Washington’s perspective, shoring up the regional order as it existed before 2011, even if a feasible mission (and it is not clear whether it is), would require an investment of political, military and economic resources that it not prepared to carry out in a region that is no longer regarded as such a priority for America’s global interests. The United States thus appears to have limited itself to a strategy of minimal involvement and damage management, and has no intention of recovering its previous absolute hegemony. Nevertheless, it should be remembered that even though its influence is evidently waning, the United States continues to be the main international actor in the Middle East, well ahead of the rest of its competitors, including Russia.


    The impact of the possible changes the Trump administration will bring in 2017 is difficult to predict. The Middle East does not appear to be one of the priorities of the new White House tenant, whose vision of international politics is strongly focused on a narrow definition of American national interests and opposed to taking on additional commitments. Together with Trump’s general idea that greater cooperation with Russia is possible (compared to a foreseeable trade dispute with China), only three specific issues seem to have deserved his attention in the Middle East: eliminating Daesh/Islamic State and counterterrorism; strengthening ties with Israel; and keeping Iran in check, even questioning the nuclear deal. This indicates that America can be expected to be selective in the region as a whole, paying attention to only the three abovementioned objectives.36 Ironically, by not considering the Middle East to be a priority area (compared to China/East Asia and the domestic dimension), Trump is unwittingly adopting the same stance as Obama, though only time will tell whether events in the unforeseeable Middle East will (again) force a begrudging United States into greater involvement than it wishes for.37


    



    Economic factors


    



    Part of the endemic economic crisis that has had so many negative consequences on the Middle East is due to exceptionally low oil prices since the end of 2014, which have played havoc with budget balancing in states that rely excessively on this resource.38 Following months of intense negotiations, at their Vienna meeting in November the oil exporters’ organisation (OPEC) agreed to cut production (an agreement subsequently adopted by non-OPEC countries like Russia), resulting in a moderate hike in crude oil prices. Despite the initially clashing opinions of various players (particularly arch rivals Saudi Arabia and Iran), a mutually beneficial agreement was finally reached  unusually for the Middle East  that has enabled the oil-producing countries to draw up better budgets for 2017.39


    The crisis in the price of hydrocarbons, and in some cases the realisation that oil and gas reserves  which vary widely from country to country  are limited, has driven the main producing countries, chiefly the Gulf states, to draw up plans to make their economies more open, sustainable, diversified and competitive, with a smaller public sector, fewer subsidies, and less reliance on oil.40 Saudi Arabia blazed the trail with its «Vision 2030», but other Gulf states are already heading in the same direction. Nevertheless, opinions are divided as to their ability (and even if they are truly willing) to modify the existing economic systems owing to the implications, which range from a possible disturbance of social peace in times of crisis with unpopular reforms to the impact on the power distribution in each state, as the interests of the oligarchic groups would be affected.41


    The situation of the countries that do not produce crude oil is more delicate and some are already gripped by social and economic crisis. Their economic difficulties are normally related to an increase in political and social unrest, and trigger widespread discontent and undermine the existing order, which feeds back into the cycle. A particularly prominent case is Egypt, which after embarking on major infrastructure projects has yet to reap any benefits; indeed, the International Monetary Fund has had to inject liquidity into the country’s floundering economy.42


    An encouraging sign is the recently discovered gas fields in the west Mediterranean, which have not yet begun to be fully exploited. The beneficiaries, in varying degrees, could be all the coastal states (so far Egypt, Israel and Cyprus, but they could also eventually include Lebanon, Syria and even the Palestinian Authority). The economic opportunities have influenced the resumption of negotiations on the reunification of Cyprus, which could be brought to fruition in 2017.43 They have also helped maintain strategic harmony between Egypt and Israel and have been one of the factors that are expressly recognised in the reconciliation between Turkey and Israel in June 2016.44
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        Image 2. Gas and oil pipeline infrastructure in the Middle East. Source: Wikimedia

      

    


    


    



    The Middle East countries in 2016


    Having examined the outlook and regional factors, we will go on to briefly analyse the situation and developments of 2016 in some of the countries in the areas which have undergone more significant changes during the year: Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey.


    



    Saudi Arabia: a year of internal reforms and dynamic external relations with little to show for it


    



    After abandoning years of cautious and conciliatory diplomacy, in 2016 Saudi Arabia continued its recent regional assertiveness begun the previous year, with an aggressive foreign policy, directly opposed to Iran, to fill the gap left by what Riyadh perceives as weak US political and military leadership. Meanwhile, the Saudi kingdom is attempting to weather the economic storm unleashed by low hydrocarbon prices, is preparing its economic future with a view to 2030 in an era without oil, and is not relaxing its tight grip on domestic politics, with the two candidates in line to succeed King Salman competing discreetly for greater shares of power and influence.45


    King Salman’s monarchy, exercising its traditional economic soft power (for example, over Egypt and Lebanon) and even, as a novelty, employing its military capabilities on a mass scale in Yemen, intends to become the leader of the Sunni community (and of the Arab world in general) vis-à-vis the Shia-Persian threat of Iran, which is openly intervening in Syria and more discreetly in Iraq and Yemen. Nevertheless, Riyadh is enjoying only relative success in its attempt to lead the Arab world, for although in general the Gulf Cooperation Council has remained relatively united following the Saudi initiatives, the same is not true of the very diverse Arab community, particularly countries like Lebanon and Iraq, for reasons related to the confessional structure of their population and domestic policy interests. Despite the large amount of economic aid it has received from the Gulf in recent years, Egypt has openly shown its diplomatic independence from Riyadh. Ambitious Saudi projects such as the international Islamic military alliance against terrorism have clearly revealed the limits of Riyadh’s leadership.46


    Meanwhile, the Saudi monarchy has maintained its indispensable but ambivalent relationship with the United States, which has been damaged by frequent discrepancies.47 With respect to the new Trump administration, Saudi Arabia seems reassured by its considerably hostile attitude to Iran, though it is wary of its intense pro-Israeli, its lukewarm vision of the future of Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad and the intended entente cordiale with Russia.48


    Despite its intense international political and military activity, Riyadh cannot be said to have reaped positive results in 2016. In Yemen, it was unable to bring its military intervention to a decisive conclusion and it does not look set to end in the short term, and nor did it manage to prevent the modest but damaging Houthi attacks on its own territory. The long-drawn-out deadlock in the Yemeni conflict has led to the appearance of the first cracks in the Saudi-led international coalition, which has also been harshly criticised by the international community for its indiscriminate bombings. Added to its loss of influence in Egypt and Lebanon, following the fall of Aleppo and the serious defeats suffered by the opposition, as of the end of 2016 Saudi Arabia’s objectives in Syria seem more distant possibilities than ever.49


    While maintaining its iron-fisted grip on domestic affairs and keeping jihadist terrorism at bay, Saudi Arabia with its «Vision 2030» envisages an ambitious, efficient and sustainable economic future not reliant on oil, with a thriving private sector and a small public sector (the opposite of what it currently has), while in the short term it is making adjustments to the new market situation with lower crude oil prices. Analysts have pointed out that these deep economic transformations are not being accompanied by basic changes in the current political and social framework and this could be the Achilles’ heel of the technocratic reform under way.50 Over the course of 2016 the Saudi government showed its determination to implement the project despite the unpopular measures it entails, cancelling or delaying projects, cutting subsidies, toughening working conditions in the public sector and carrying out much talked-about dismissals of economic chiefs. Until the advantages promised in «Vision 2030» materialise in the long term, and unless the price of oil rises significantly again, for the time being all that it has to show for its efforts is the inevitable cuts.51 Driven by the pressing need to increase its oil revenues, Riyadh has had to vary its policy of the past two years of not limiting crude oil production after experiencing its harmful effects, even though this has also favoured rivals like Iran. In the social field, despite signs of opening, the house of Saud’s alliance with the extreme Wahhabi Islam remains as strong as even, and this will make it difficult to implement some of the opening measures laid down in «Vision 2030».


    Lastly, it has been pointed out that Saudi Arabia’s domestic and foreign policy cannot be fully understood without bearing in mind the discreet rivalry between the two candidate princes in line to inherit the throne of 80-year-old King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz, who are attempting to establish their own profile: 57-year-old Muhammad bin Nayef, the designated heir, first deputy prime minister and minister of the interior, a representative of traditional Saudi order; and the second heir, 31-year-old dynamic Salman bin Muhammad, the current monarch’s son, second deputy prime minister, defence minister and president of the Economic Affairs and Development Council, the main promotor of «Vision 2030» but also of the intervention in Yemen.52


    



    Iran: unfulfilled economic promises, a year of external successes and an uncertain outlook for 2017


    



    Iran is currently at an expansive foreign-policy phase after reaping major successes in Syria in 2016 and enjoying a certain advantage over its competitor, Saudi Arabia, in Lebanon and Yemen. However its economy has yet to take off, even following the partial lifting of the international sanctions in January 2016 after the implementation of the nuclear deal (also known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, JCPOA) of July 2015, and this has dashed people’s expectations.53 Added to this, there is a deep divide between the reformists and the conservatives (also called «principlists»), which will underpin the presidential elections slated for May 2017, while Iran meditates on the way ahead now that the Trump administration, very hostile to Tehran, is in power in the United States.54


    In strategic terms, the year could hardly have had a better outcome for Iran. Its most faithful regional ally, Hezbollah, has maintained its clout in Lebanon and is continuing to contribute decisively to their joint success in Syria.55 In Iraq, Tehran has subtly and pragmatically preserved its influence on the government and on the main Shia political forces, and the militias it supports have been strengthened. With a minimal military investment, the regime of the ayatollahs is proving to be one of the biggest strategic beneficiaries of the foreseeable victory of the government (with the support of the international coalition led by the United States) over Daesh/Islamic State in Mosul.56 However, Syria was Tehran’s most successful theatre of operations in 2016,57 and it is increasingly close to achieving its goal of an allied regime in Damascus.


    Considering the Syrian war to be essential to the survival of their regional influence, Iran and its Shia allies (including Hezbollah and Shia militias of Iraqi and Afghan origin) have powerful ground forces in Syria which have proven to be essential to the tenacious offensive that ended in the capture of Aleppo, complementing the air fire support provided by Russia. In Syria, as a means of ensuring its influence whatever the final outcome may be, Iran has made hefty economic investments in the government-controlled area. In addition, as it is somewhat distrustful of Russia’s ultimate aims, Tehran has been developing direct links on the ground with the elements that make up Assad’s regime.58 Meanwhile, with a very low political and material cost to Iran, in Yemen the Houthi Shia seem capable of withstanding indefinitely the military pressure of the Saud-led international coalition.59


    Nevertheless, the Iranian economy, heavily reliant on oil, has yet to properly bounce back despite specific successes such as increased hydrocarbon production and the OPEC’s formal recognition of the increase in Iranian oil production quotas.60 Following the lifting of some of the international sanctions after the signing of the 2015 nuclear deal (JCPOA), despite the announcement of some investment agreements with foreign companies, Iran has not achieved the desired full economic integration into the world markets owing to many other impediments and penalisations linked to the system of international (and specifically American) sanctions still in force in relation to Iran’s human rights situation, its promotion of terrorism and its development of ballistic missiles.61 The very structure of Iran’s «resistance economy», with a strong state presence, widespread corruption and lack of transparency, as well as many independent economic players such as the Revolutionary Guard (IRGC), who own a large conglomerate of economic interests in a host of areas, is not helping.62 All in all, despite certain early benefits, Iran considers that it has not been sufficiently rewarded for complying with the nuclear deal. Whatever the case, a US congress that is openly hostile to Iran and the election of Trump, with his persistently anti-Iranian rhetoric, do not bode well for a constructive future for the ever- problematic Iran-US relations,63 regardless of whether the nuclear deal formally remains in force.64


    As for domestic affairs, the clerical regime headed by the supreme leader, 77-year-old Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, with some minor internal opposition,65 controls Iranian society without much ado, albeit with the concern to improve the economic situation to avoid social protests. Iran is preparing for presidential elections in May 2017, with the reformists and pragmatists united in their support for the candidate for re-election, current President Hassan Rouhani, the main promotor of the nuclear deal and of the policy of closer dealings with the international community.66 Rouhani’s chances of re-election appear to be weakened by the meagre economic results and prospects of an imminent political and diplomatic clash with Trump’s United States, but the conservatives or principlists have yet to come up with a strong candidate after the supreme leader vetoed the return to politics of former president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.67


    Some analysts are questioning the practicality of focusing attention on the election and the divisions between reformists and conservatives/principlists given that in the Iranian regime much of the real power is beyond the reach of the president and parliament anyway, as there are non-elected collegiate councils (the Guardians, Expediency Discernment and National Security) where decisions with far-reaching political consequences are made.68 They also draw attention to the considerable autonomy of action enjoyed by the Iranian Revolutionary Guard and, in particular, General Qasem Soleimani’s al-Qods force, Iran’s main military vehicle for open or covert overseas action.69 What nobody denies is the total authority of the supreme leader Khamenei over the dispersed and sometimes confusing Iranian power apparatus, which will ensure the overall continuity of Iran’s domestic and foreign policies in 2017, regardless of the May election result.70


    



    Iraq: Ups and downs after Mosul, the light at the end of the tunnel or back to square one?



    



    The end of the war against Daesh/Islamic State at last seems in sight, though this will no doubt only bring back to centre stage conflicts that have been hibernating and could lead to Iraq’s implosion if not properly handled.71


    In December 2015, the city of Ramadi was won back and six months later, in June, Fallujah was recaptured surprisingly easily and quickly, and the main population centres of the Sunni province of al-Anbar were thus freed. Meanwhile, Daesh/Islamic State concentrated on defending Mosul72 and, to economise, counterattacked with a series of terrible attacks on the Shia areas of Baghdad, one killing more than 300 people, which placed prime minister Haider al-Abadi’s government in a predicament at a politically delicate time.


    At last, in October, more than 50,000 combatants including the best units from the Iraqi army, Peshmerga Kurds and militias of different kinds joined forces for the assault on Mosul, where some 5,000-8,000 Daesh/Islamic State fighters had had nearly two years to entrench themselves and prepare their defence. The operation required complex military, political and diplomatic preparations to ensure the cooperation of groups belonging to the Kurdish regional government, the discipline of the mainly Shia popular mobilisation forces (PMU or al-Hashd al-Shaabi), and appease Turkey, which has a base in Iraq and wanted the Turkmen militiamen, its local protégés, to play a significant role in the attack.


    The attack on Mosul, a city with a population of more than one million, began on 16 October; a corridor to Syria was left open in case Daesh/Islamic State decided to withdraw from the city, but it soon became clear that the jihadist fighters would not retreat and were set on defending Mosul to the grave. The coalition entered the capital of Nineveh province, divided into two by the river Tigris, from the east, with fierce fighting in the city; as well as putting up harsh resistance in the city itself, Daesh/Islamic State responded with terrorist counterattacks in Kirkuk and Bagdad, showing it retains significant terrorist operational capabilities; however, it was not capable of influencing the developments of the Mosul campaign. At the time of writing, government troops had reached the banks of the river Tigris on 18 January, overcoming the tenacious resistance of Daesh/Islamic State, which uses all kinds of weapons and tactics, even employing civilians as human shields. The most difficult part remains: fighting in the historical part of western Mosul, but there seems to be no doubt that Iraq will win, although the cost in terms of both time and casualties will be high.73


    Whereas the military campaign was carefully planned, it is not certain whether there are sufficient planning and resources to re-establish the government’s authority in the territories formerly occupied by Daesh, either in the province of Al-Anbar, in the west, or in Nineveh, in the north, to earn the support of these provinces’ Sunni majority.74 Another sensitive issue is housing the nearly two million internally displaced people.75 At the same time, Iraq will have to address rebuilding the economy and the infrastructure destroyed in one-third of the country, a task for which its languishing economy is totally unprepared. In addition, the proven resilience of Daesh/Islamic state76 will make it necessary to keep up counterterrorism efforts for a long time even after its military defeat in both Iraq77 and the rest of the world.78


    In Baghdad the perennial political crisis of 2016, with episodes such as the invasion of the Iraqi parliament at the end of April by crowds harangued by the cleric and political leader Moqtada al-Sadr and the successive dismissal of key ministers of Abadi’s government by a hostile parliament, provides an unsettling counterpoint to the government’s military successes against Daesh/Islamic State. The fragility of the Iraqi government became evident in 2016: moderate, with international support but lacking a sound parliamentary majority in a house that is highly fragmented and clientelist. Internal rifts and the apparent lack of a sense of state among many parties and politicians of the Shia majority contrast with the broad-mindedness and generosity needed to succeed in negotiating the integration of the Kurdish and Sunni minorities with a federal, provincial or unitary model.79 Prudence is likewise needed to balance Iraqi national independence with the well-established influence of Iran in the country which, although discreet, encompasses a broad variety of political and even military groups (the Shia militias) that ensure its influence.80 At the same time, Iraq will have to manage the abovementioned processes while maintaining relations with other powers with strong interests in Iraq such as the United States, Turkey and even Saudi Arabia, not to mention the destabilising potential of the Syrian civil war in which Iranian-sponsored Iraqi Shia militias are already taking part without government authorisation.81


    The Sunni minority (about 30 percent of the population), highly fragmented and tribal and lacking clear leadership, played a predominant role in the country until the fall of Saddam Hussein, but since 2003 they have not considered the Iraqi state rebuilt following the US invasion to be their own.82 What is more, they fear sectarian moves from the Shia majority of the kind made between 2010 and 2014 by Nouri al-Maliki’s government and are particularly concerned that the powerful Shia armed militias may refuse to demobilise after the war against Daesh/Islamic State ends. A highly controversial issue for the Sunnis is the recent ploy for official recognition (including state funding) of the Shia militias called «popular mobilisation units or forces» (PMU or al-Hashd al-Shaabi), which, despite their undeniable contribution to the defeat of Daesh/Islamic State, continue to be questionable on account of their chain of command, which is separate from the Iraqi armed forces, their close ties with Iran and, above all, their track record of anti-Sunni sectarian violence.83 It should not be forgotten that unless the political and economic integration of the Sunni minority in Iraq is achieved, Daesh/Islamic State will continue to have at its disposal a fertile ground for changing back into a terrorist/insurgent movement.84


    Another no less immediate challenge in Iraq is that posed by the Kurdish community. The autonomous region of Iraqi Kurdistan, in some respects as well-established as the Iraqi government, has enjoyed wide autonomy since the American occupation and has abundant oil resources as well as its own armed forces, the Peshmerga, whose combative efficiency is well proven. However, Kurdistan is deeply divided between the two main parties, the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) headed by the current regional president, Masoud Barzani, and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) led by Jalal Talabani, who is supported by a more recently formed opposition group, the Movement for Change (Gorran). This split has given rise to divergent views on issues that are crucial to the future of the Iraqi Kurds, such as the KDP’s aspirations of achieving immediate independence and being on good terms with Turkey  both of which are challenged by the opposition groups PUK and Gorran. Together with the grave economic crisis that has gripped Iraqi Kurdistan, the end of the operations against Daesh/Islamic State will make it necessary to solve the problem of the areas occupied by the Peshmerga beyond the region’s original boundaries, which the Iraqi government wants back, including the critical enclave of Kirkuk and its oil wells. Although this is an internal dispute, the neighbouring powers, Turkey and Iran, are keeping a watchful eye on the dispute between Erbil (the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan) and Baghdad to preserve their own strategic interests.85


    As if this were not enough, the low price of oil (a resource on which Iraq is heavily dependent, as it accounts for nearly all its exports) and the cost of the war against Daesh/Islamic State have accentuated the endemic economic crisis in Iraq with successive cuts in the wages of the predominant public sector and the freezing of all investments not related to military operations.


    In July Baghdad had to take out a loan from the International Monetary Fund as «emergency assistance» to shore up its weakened economy.86 Higher oil prices in 2017 could improve Iraq’s economic outlook after it accepted a cut in hydrocarbon production as part of the OPEC agreement in November, but it would still be necessary to permanently settle the dispute on the status of the autonomous Kurdistan region, which controls 12 percent of total production.87 Whatever the case, Iraq is merely aiming for economic survival in 2017 and is not even dreaming of the reforms the Gulf states are undertaking to achieve diversification, sustainability and economic efficiency.88 It became clear on several occasions in 2016 that the Iraqi people’s patience with the country’s political and economic crisis is wearing thin and therefore, with provincial and parliamentary elections on the cards for 2018, it is unlikely that any political force will embark on economic reform programmes that are always unpopular in the short term. Indeed, a much more pressing current concern is not knowing where the huge sum needed to start rebuilding the war-torn areas and resettling displaced people once Mosul is reoccupied will come from.


    



    Syria: 2016, a year of decisive changes, but no end in sight


    



    After six years of war, some 400,000 deaths, 4.8 million refugees and 6.3 million internally displaced people (for a country that had about 23 million inhabitants before the war broke out in 2011), Syria has reached levels of destruction and human suffering not witnessed since the Second World War.


    2015 saw a dramatic about-turn in the fortunes of President Bashar al-Assad, who seemed doomed to defeat in the first half of the year following the attack from the opposition simultaneously on several fronts, and was economically drained,89 with dwindling and demoralised forces. The Syrian regime was saved at the last minute by the arrival of thousands of combatants from Iran (Iranian officers and advisors, Shia Lebanese from Hezbollah, who had been fighting in Syria since the middle of 2013, and «volunteers», chiefly Afghan Iraqis) and spectacular air support provided by a Russian expeditionary contingent deployed in September 2015. With these impressive reinforcements and an injection of morale, the Syrian government managed to turn the situation around in 2016.


    Assad’s forces and their allies have continued with their tactics of laying siege to various enclaves and cutting off essential supplies, and subsequently negotiating a «reconciliation» that allows the combatants and civilian population who so desire to be evacuated to rebel areas. This has enabled them to seize possession of various key towns and cities in central Syria.90 But, in particular, Assad’s major success in 2016 was to capture the rebel stronghold of eastern Aleppo, which had been reduced to ruins.91 Nevertheless, at the moment of the victory in Aleppo, in December 2016 a local offensive launched by Daesh/Islamic State, as timely as ever, managed to snatch from the Syrian army the town of Palmyra/Tadmur, a fact which clearly underlines the limitations of the human and material resources the Syrian government has.92 Even so, having secured a strong position, in 2017 the regime can continue to seek a military victory  which does not seem impossible after Aleppo  and selectively attack the opposition in various areas while witnessing as a spectator (or providing minimal token support against Daesh/Islamic State) two battles of secondary importance to its interests: the effort of the international coalition led by the United States together with its local Kurdish and Arab allies to win back Raqqa, in eastern Syria, to put an end to the caliphate of Daesh/Islamic State in Syria; and the conflict in the north of the country between the Turkish forces and their local allies who are aiding the opposition, first against Daesh/Islamic State and probably soon afterwards against the rising Syrian Kurds of the PYD/YPG.93 Although at the beginning of 2017 he is much more reliant than ever on his «patrons» Iran and Russia, Bashar al-Assad approached the new peace talks at Astana (Kazakhstan) and Geneva from an advantageous position.


    The Syrian opposition ended 2016 defeated and demoralised and equally disjointed and fragmented, with about 1,500 different groups totalling some 150,000 combatants.94 The many opposition groups are very divided, with constant alliances and splits, accompanied by frequent internal armed clashes, while the no less fragmented political opposition in exile, out of touch with the armed groups, is becoming increasingly insignificant. In the end, after much discussion on representation, the negotiations they took part in during the first half of the year by setting up a «High Negotiations Committee» failed to bear any fruit. On the contrary, the opposition lost large swathes of territory in 2016, especially its main stronghold, Aleppo, whose defence drained the «moderate» opposition of its best forces and caused it to lose several important enclaves under siege in central Syria. In addition, some of its key external «patrons», especially Turkey, are increasingly evidently giving priority to their own national interests and even appear to have given up on it, resigning themselves to the inevitable survival of Assad’s regime.95 Under such conditions a victory over Assad by the badly divided Syrian opposition, which seemed to be within reach in 2015, now looks unfeasible; on the contrary, they are at certain risk of being crushed on the battlefield. As for the future negotiations in 2017, the fragmentation and military weakness of the opposition mean that its representatives will sit down at the negotiating table in clearly disadvantageous conditions.96


    In addition, al-Qaeda’s former Syrian branch, Jabhat al-Nusra, which made the pragmatic move of distancing itself formally from the organisation led by Zawahiri and even changed its name to Jabhat Fateh al-Sham to make itself more acceptable and underline its local nature, seems to have become «normalised» as part of the opposition.97


    Perhaps the Syrian Kurds are the group who have expanded the most across Syria in 2016, to the detriment of Daesh/Islamic State. Protecting their own interests, they initially remained neutral in the civil war, adopting a policy of «non-aggression» towards Assad’s government, with ups and downs. The significant feature of the Kurds is that, thanks to their internal cohesion, discipline and military efficiency, since the battle of Kobane (September 2014 to February 2015) they have become the main ally on the ground of the US-led international coalition against Daesh/Islamic State in Syria.98 The Syrian Kurds have managed to establish a relatively functional autonomous region with territorial continuity called «Rojava» across the north of the country between the border with Iraq and the river Euphrates, which aspires to become a federal entity of the future Syria. However, the other Syrian players, government and opposition who define themselves unquestionably as «Arab» and have a nationalist unitary mentality, even when cooperating with the Kurds, are wary of them.


    The Syrian Kurds’ main adversary is undoubtedly the neighbouring Turkey, which is bent on waging an all-out war on the Kurdish terrorist group PKK in their own territory. In Ankara’s view, the Syrian Kurds  particularly the dominant force, the Democratic Union Party (PYD) and its armed faction, the militias known as «Popular Protection Units» (YPG)  are merely an extension of the PKK, with which they share a secular, left-wing and pan-Kurdish ideology. As such, they are a threat to Turkey’s national interests, more than Daesh/Islamic State or its old arch enemy since 2011, Assad’s regime. The spread of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)99 to the west of the river Euphrates during the first half of 2016 prompted Turkey to intervene militarily in Syria for the first time since the outbreak of the war. While Aleppo drew its last breaths, Turkey and its local allies belonging to the Syrian opposition started up operation Euphrates Shield to occupy a strip of land west of the river Euphrates with the twofold aim of ousting Daesh/Islamic State from its last point of access to the Syrian-Turkish border and, above all, stemming the Kurds’ attempts to extend their autonomous political entity (Rojalva) further along the Turkish border.100 The fighting is currently centred on the communication hub of al-Bab, some 50 kilometres northeast of Aleppo, which is staunchly defended by Daesh/Islamic State. Sporadic armed clashes have broken out between Turkish and Kurdish troops and, at the time of writing, in January 2017, with al-Bab yet to fall, everything points to a subsequent clash between Turkey and the Kurdish forces west of the Euphrates, which will undoubtedly have repercussions on the Raqqa campaign and force the United States to choose between two allies at odds with each other.


    To all intents and purposes, Turkey has become another of the belligerents in the complex Syrian civil war and has accompanied this military involvement with a political rapprochement with Russia, which has been influenced by both domestic-policy and external motivations and has not even been clouded by the assassination of the Russian ambassador to Ankara in December. It has thus completed a political U-turn, barely a year after the extremely serious bilateral crisis triggered in November 2015. Turkey, which still holds the key to the communication channels between all the opposition groups in the north; as it exerts significant influence on them, together with Russia it has sponsored the national ceasefire in force since 29 December, as well as the Astana (Kazakhstan) peace talks in January.101


    As for Daesh/Islamic State, in 2016 it was fiercely attacked and lost some territory, mainly in the north, but it still retains offensive operational capabilities. At the start of 2017 Daesh was defending its northern stronghold of al-Bab against the Turkish Euphrates Shield operation, and in since November its capital, Raqqa, had been menaced by the advance of the SDF with air support from the coalition, though this did not stop it counterattacking the Syrian regime in Palmyra/Tadmur in December, and defeating Assad’s troops to reoccupy the city, which it had previously abandoned in March. Although it has lost all its positions at the Turkish border since August, it has undertaken a violent terrorist campaign in reprisal for Turkey’s military intervention in Syria.102 The main threat to Daesh/Islamic State is the coalition’s campaign against Raqqa, which looks set to last and, above all, is plagued with uncertainty owing to the hostility between the main allies of the US-led coalition on the ground in Syria, the Turkish and Syrian Kurds.


    The pressure on the United States to have something to show for its efforts in Syria by the time of the presidential elections in November prompted the launch of an offensive against Daesh/Islamic State’s capital in Syria, Raqqa, chiefly by Kurdish forces fighting in the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). The advance of the SDF, only one-third of whom are Arabs, with the air support and special forces of the international coalition, was stopped only 25 kilometres from Raqqa after progressing without much resistance. It is not expected to muster sufficient Arab forces to be able to launch an attack on the city (politically indispensable as it is a totally Arab nucleus) until a few months’ time, during which a lot could happen in Syria.103


    The United States has always been uncomfortable about the many overlapping conflicts that make up the Syrian crisis. After seeing itself dragged into intervening in Syria as part of its fight against Daesh/Islamic State, the United States would have preferred to concentrate solely on this without having to take sides in the many other disputes. Evidently, this has not been possible and Washington has made intense (and subsequently failed) diplomatic efforts in Syria in 2016, though refusing to back them with military force (unlike Russia). Over the past years the Obama administration has striven fruitlessly to enlist militarily effective allies with minimal political affinities to help fight Daesh. It arrived at the Syrian Kurds almost by a process of elimination, and it is aware of the medium- and long-term political limitations of this group, which is at odds with the rest of the actors, and of the risks this temporary alliance poses, especially in view of Ankara’s unequivocal attitude. It remains to be seen what military option President Trump will choose in Syria to give a boost to the campaign against Daesh/Islamic State in Raqqa, which is currently at a standstill, as on the one hand he has given absolute priority to defeating Daesh/Islamic State and a priori does not rule out deploying significant US ground forces, but on the other he has publicly dismissed the idea of supporting the Syrian Arab opposition («we don’t know who these people are»). He may, however, be forced to take sides in view of the growing risk of an armed confrontation between Turkey and the Kurds in northern Syria, both of which are US allies.104


    2016 saw the failure of very intense diplomatic efforts on the part of the UN, Americans and Russians to promote a future transition government, with ceasefires (which never included Daesh/Islamic State or Jabhat al-Nusra/Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, considered to be terrorist groups) that in the end were not respected. The United States and Russia, initially aligned, grew further and further apart over the course of the year to the point of almost breaking off the talks on Syria and blaming each other for the diplomatic fiasco.


    Following the fall of Aleppo,105 the possible rapport between the new Trump administration and Putin’s Russia may help revive the negotiation process, with Washington hypothetically more focused on destroying Daesh as soon as possible and at any (political) price, and therefore more accommodating with respect to Assad’s future role. The new year began with new peace talks in Astana (Kazakhstan) sponsored chiefly by Russia and Turkey, and in which the United States has a smaller role for the first time. Later, in February, it was attempted to resume the Geneva talks in the framework of the UN, which Moscow hoped to steer in the direction of its interests, possibly with the support of the new Trump administration.


    2017 has thus begun with a new cycle of negotiations, just as 2016 did, but with different players on the Syrian chessboard in very different relative positions to those of a year ago and without solutions having been found to any of the many overlapping disputes that continue to ravage war-torn Syria.


    



    Turkey: Hurtling towards the unknown


    



    Few countries in the region suffered as much and such significant turmoil throughout 2016 as Turkey. The start of the year saw the moderate Islamist Justice and Development Party (AKP) retain the firm grip it has enjoyed on power since 2002, after winning no less than 12 democratic elections in a row. However, little remains of the open and reform-oriented party that successfully combined Islamism and modernity 15 years ago, was at the helm of a steadily growing economy, proclaimed its willingness to enter full talks to put an end to the problem of Kurdish terrorism, pursued a foreign policy of «zero problems with neighbours», and was presented internationally as an example to be followed. Today the AKP is perceived as an increasingly authoritarian, anti-European and anti-Western party that pursues an aggressive foreign policy and is more intent on Islamising society, intolerant towards the opposition and bent on curbing freedom of press and civil rights in favour of order and respect for authority. These characteristics of the AKP had already been glimpsed before the summer of 2016, but they were accentuated by the failed coup of 15 July, which marked a before and an after in Turkish politics.106


    The AKP is totally controlled by its charismatic leader and founder, President Erdogan, who was prime minister from 2003 to 2014. After serving the maximum number of terms permitted by the law, he then stood for president, a formally apolitical, representative position with no executive power from which he nevertheless exercises de facto leadership of both the government and his party. The AKP has set itself the main goal of carrying out a constitutional reform tailored to Erdogan in order to position its leader as head of a presidential republic who wields the current powers of president and prime minister (the post would disappear in the reform proposed by the AKP), resulting in a concentration of power that many regard as personalist and hazardous to the country’s democratic health. This project would enable Erdogan to stand for president again with new powers in 2019 and, if re-elected, to remain in power until 2029.107 Possible internal discrepancies within the AKP were settled after the forced resignation of the prime minister and nominal leader of the party, Ahmet Davutoglu, in May, leaving the party fully aligned with Erdogan.


    Although the AKP has enjoyed a comfortable majority in parliament since the early elections held in November 2015, it did not secure sufficient votes to approve the constitutional reform by qualified majority, so Erdogan had to co-opt the fourth opposition party, the right-wing Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), pleasing it by toying with the possibility of bringing back the death penalty and adopting a «neo-Ottoman» foreign policy and a fiercely anti-Kurdish domestic policy strongly contrasting with the stances that had previously characterised the AKP. As a result, when parliament voted on the constitutional reform at the beginning of January 2017, the AKP’s votes added to those of the MHP were sufficient to pass the reform, which will subsequently be put to a referendum scheduled for April 2017.


    In a Dark Age Turkey inclined to theories of conspiracy, the coup of July 2016, which had a determining impact on political life in Turkey, remains an enigma that has yet to be fully clarified. Although it was staged by military and members of the security forces, it was not a typical Turkish military ploy directed by the leaders and with the unanimous participation of the armed forces channelled through the chain of command.108 To attempt to understand it, we need to go back to AKP’s advent to power in 2003, when Erdogan was determined to strip the armed forces of their political prerogatives, as ever since modern Turkey was founded in 1923, the military had attributed themselves the role of ultimate guardians of the law of the republic, entitled to intervene in politics when they deemed necessary. To achieve his end, Erdogan joined forces with a powerful, semi-clandestine Islamist brotherhood called Hizmet (meaning «service»), which was founded and directed by the cleric Fetullah Gülen, in exile in the United States since 1999, with considerable influence in education and the media. Over the decades Hizmet had also aimed subtly to progressively replace secular senior officials with others who subscribed to the ideology of Islam in all areas of state administration.109 It is considered to have been successful and gradually spread through a number of organisations and government bodies, including the armed forces, the security services, the judiciary, higher education and the media.


    Two mega-trials played a crucial role in subjecting the armed forces to civilian power: the so-called Ergenekon and Sledgehammer trials of 2012 and 2013, where, using evidence fabricated by prosecutors and police of the Hizmet organisation (known to AKP), hundreds of officers were incriminated. In both cases, after being dealt harsh sentences, most of the suspects were finally absolved years later after the falsification of evidence was recognised, but AKP and Hizmet had achieved their political aim of significantly weakening the secular leadership of the military and civilian authorities and replacing it with officers with Islamic leanings, before the acquittals in 2015 and 2016. By then the Turkish armed forces had not only lost much of their independence vis-à-vis the civilian government but their prestige had been severely dented.


    Having rid themselves of their most dangerous secular rivals, Hizmet and AKP engaged in an all-out fight to fill the gap left by the defeated secular leadership. Erdogan attacked the hardcore of Hizmet by attempting to close some of the many Gülenist educational centres and Gülen’s supporters reacted by accusing several AKP leaders of corruption in several media in December 2013 and subsequently having them arrested on the orders of prosecutors linked to Hizmet. To the amazement of many, Erdogan publicly denounced Gülen as being the head of a «parallel state» and set about removing from their posts the prosecutors, police and judges allegedly linked to Hizmet and closing newspapers he considered hostile. In doing so he began using the government machinery for his own purposes and seriously compromised freedom of expression, taking an increasingly authoritarian stance that dismayed the political opposition and was heavily criticised by the West.110


    As part of the process of removing senior officials linked to Hizmet from administrative posts, the turn came of the armed forces. The prospect of seeing the Gülenist military officers dismissed seems to be what triggered the 15 July coup, which mobilised the military (and some civilian) supporters of the brotherhood of Fetulleh Gülen «against Erdogan’s authoritarianism». However, the plan, which had blundering errors, failed and they did not manage to topple the president. Although parliament was bombed by aircraft and helicopters, the Turkish people and all the parties, urged by Erdogan to withstand the coup, together with loyal military and police units, stood up to the attackers and in less than 24 hours the coup had failed, leaving a tragic toll of 265 dead and some 1,400 wounded.111 Erdogan blamed the uprising on the Gülenists and their «parallel state», which was thereafter branded FETO (Fetullah Gülen Terrorist Organization), and cracked down harshly on it. He likewise became the political victor as he emerged from the coup as a vigorous and popular civil leader. Similarly, the climate created by the coup could not have been timelier and raised Turkish people’s awareness of the need for a «strong civil power» that underpinned Erdogan’s project for a presidentialist republic.112


    In contrast, the already weakened prestige of the armed forces was dealt a lethal blow. The formerly powerful army, a bastion of secularism and Atatürk’s legacy of modernisation, has totally disappeared as a political counterweight and is greatly divided, having been weakened by the huge purges that followed the coup, which extended to one-third of all officers and 143 of the 358 generals and admirals.113 In addition, to use Erdogan’s own words, the coup was a «gift from God» 114 that enabled him to declare a state of emergency, which was subsequently extended (and is still in force at the time of writing in January 2017) in order to bolster his powers and undertake a major purge of the civilian and military administration, including the security and intelligence services as well as universities, the judiciary, the media and many companies, which he would otherwise have had difficulty carrying out. The number of people who suffered reprisals is huge,115 nearly 100,000, and has not ceased to grow during the autumn and winter.


    In this repressive climate, following the initial period of unity with all the parties supporting the president, criticisms arose that AKP was abusing its special powers and taking advantage of the coup to purge not only the Gülenists, but anyone else who dared oppose Erdogan’s designs.116 Similarly, the emergency legislation has enabled the government to impose restrictions on rights and freedoms that are threatening to continue. The intensified hounding of the opposition media, which already existed before the coup, is particularly worrying.117


    An area in which no progress at all was made in 2016 is the separatist violence of the Turkish Kurds. The Kurds make up 19 percent of Turkey’s population and total some 22.5 million, mainly living in southeast Anatolia. Turkey’s secular, strongly nationalist state has traditionally chosen to negate the Kurdish identity and favour forced assimilation by attempting to dilute the Kurdish community within a single Turkish national identity and by banning their main distinguishing features. The result is a conflict that has been dragging on since the 1970s and is reckoned to have claimed some 45,000 lives. However, much to the anger of Turkish nationalists and the then influential armed forces, the AKP was initially in favour of attempting to reach a negotiated settlement with the main terrorist group, the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK). Unfortunately, the encouraging peace process the Ankara government negotiated with the Turkish terrorist movement was broken off in June 2105 amid mutual accusations, triggering an escalation of violence that continued in 2016. The PKK’s «youth militias» entrenched themselves inside several of the main cities with Kurdish majorities in the autumn of 2015 and the Turkish army and security forces attacked the insurgents to regain control of the urban centres, killing many people and causing huge damage.118 This phase of rebellion was followed by one of very fierce and increasingly indiscriminate attacks that in turn triggered an escalating government crackdown  facilitated by the state of emergency declared after the July coup  on Kurdish people, organisations and institutions, whether or not they were linked to the PKK, in what appeared to be an endless spiral that fed back into itself.119


    As for foreign policy, in 2009 and 2010, Turkey had already shifted from its friendly policy of «zero problems with neighbours» to a more assertive and nationalistic policy that has been termed «neo-Ottoman» and is still being pursued today, with variations.120 This policy led, among other things, to the breaking off of relations with Israel after the incident involving the Turkish vessel Mavi Marmara in 2010 on its way to Gaza, and an intense political and diplomatic participation in the Syrian civil war in support of the opposition. The latest expression of this aggressive policy is the crisis with Russia after the Turkish air force downed a Russian fighter plane in November 2015.121 However, in view of the lack of achievements of this defiant foreign policy (particularly in Syria), which had furthermore plunged Turkey into certain diplomatic isolation, even before the July coup Erdogan was already attempting to settle issues on some of the fronts and resume relations with Russia and Israel.


    Where no changes have been made is in Turkey’s drifting further apart from the United States and the European Union owing to their repeated criticism of the authoritarian turn Erdogan is taking  which, in contrast, does not worry Russia at all. Disagreements between the West and Turkey continued throughout 2016: the West’s support after the coup, which was perceived as late and lukewarm and was further exacerbated by the United States’ unwillingness to extradite Gülen, who lives in Pennsylvania; its failure to take a firm stance with respect to the «crimes» of Assad’s regime in Syria; the United States’ open support for the Syrian Kurds, together with the West’s relatively «understanding» attitude towards the PKK’s terrorism; Europe’s perceived lack of solidarity in its treatment of Syrian refugees and unwillingness to comply with the EU-Turkish agreement of March 2016 to regulate the refugee flow; and Europe’s hypocrisy with respect to the stalled negotiations for Turkey’s access to the European Union. There have been so many quarrels that, as far as the European Union is concerned, it seems unlikely that we will see any changes in 2017. The presence of Trump, who will probably be less intrusive with respect to Turkey’s domestic policy, could help the United States, but a lot will depend on the decisions America makes over the Syrian war, with the possible extradition of Gülen as a cornerstone of this relationship.122


    This anti-western diplomatic stance is in keeping with Erdogan’s new, more aggressive policy in Syria aimed not against its old arch enemy, Bashar al-Assad’s regime  which it now considers an unpleasant but unavoidable reality following the Russian and Iranian military intervention of 2015‒16  but against the Syrian Kurds of the PYD/YPG, whom it regards, justifiably to an extent, as an extension of the Kurdish terrorist group PKK. This explains Ankara’s lack of response to the fall of Aleppo, which came at the same time as Turkey’s operation Euphrates Shield against Daesh/Islamic States that is actually designed to stem the expansion of the Syrian Kurds west of the river Euphrates. As a reflection of its rapprochement with Russia, Turkey has also joined Russia in sponsoring the ceasefire now in force, as well as the Astana peace talks in January 2017. Nevertheless, the deployment of significant Turkish military forces on the ground in northern Syria for the first time since the start of the war in 2011, as well as giving rise to a constant stream of casualties, has prompted Daesh/Islamic State to launch a terrorist campaign in Turkey and a clash with the well-organised and militarily efficient Kurdish forces in Syria will be almost inevitable in 2017.123


    Even so, with a view to the referendum on constitutional reform, the main risk for Erdogan’s popularity was probably the apparent end of the economic prosperity Turkey has enjoyed for the past ten years under the AKP. Amid growing political instability and insecurity, which is frightening foreign investors and tourists away from the previously stable country with a greatly depreciated Turkish lira that is curbing ordinary people’s purchasing power, its economic indicators plummeted in 2016. The outlook for 2017 is even worse, and this has set off the alarm bells of the Turkish government and the Islamic party who runs it.124


    In short, in April 2017, probably still under the state of emergency, Turkey will put to referendum the process of constitutional reform that could decisively change its political system by strengthening the political hegemony of the AKP and Erdogan. As things stand, unless there are any last-minute economic disasters or unexpected major setbacks in the ever-unpredictable Syrian war, President Erdogan’s popularity  more than 60 percent according to the polls  suggests that a majority will vote for the presidentialist system. Nevertheless, the medium- and long-term effects of the Turkish policy of concentrating power in Erdogan are by no means clear; nor does a presidentialist republic alone seem sufficient to solve the serious identity, political, economic and security problems that are assailing Ankara. Meanwhile, with Erdogan at the helm, Turkey is hurtling towards an unknown future.125


    



    Conclusions


    



    Of the «Ten conflicts to watch in 2017» listed in the article by the International Crisis Group think tank, the first three no less are taking place in the Middle East (Syria/Iraq, Turkey and Yemen).126 Similarly, most of the commentators on the area have not hesitated to predict an even more dramatic outlook for 2017 than in 2016, which was bad enough  the worst in many years.127 Few Arab states grew stronger in 2016, though Saudi Arabia embarked on an ambitious attempt at economic reform, whose prospects of success are not entirely clear; the tragic attack on Aleppo is a fresh reminder of the Sunni-Shia divide which has heightened sectarian hatred, and the list of mutual grievances between Saudi Arabia and Iran did not cease to grow in 2016, the year that diplomatic relations were broken off and Iranian pilgrims were unable to visit Mecca.


    It is still not clear how Trump’s presidency will affect America’s waning (but still necessary and predominant) influence in the region. It looks as though the country will strengthen its ties with Israel and will possibly be willing to acknowledge a greater role for Russia in a region where, ultimately, the United States has been trying for years to reduce its involvement in order to focus on what both Obama and Trump view as the country’s true priority: China and the Pacific. We may witness a sporadic rise in US counterterrorism military operations to defeat Daesh/Islamic State and are likely to see America take a more assertive stance to the «containment» of Iran, with an increase or at least the maintenance of the sanctions currently in force, irrespective of whether the nuclear deal of July 2015 is formally repealed.


    After chalking up many diplomatic successes in 2016, Russia will attempt to strengthen its new position in the Middle East, chiefly to steer the end of the Syrian war in a direction that suits its interests. For talks with so many derivatives, the discreet connivance of the United States will be required (probably in exchange for a more effective Russian contribution to combating the Islamic State/Daesh), as well as a skilled juggling act so as not to upset the delicate balance of Russia’s relations with its main ally in Syria, Iran, and Turkey, with which it does not see totally eye-to-eye as regards objectives.


    The war in Yemen is no closer to a solution after a year in which the front lines have barely budged, with each side (made up in turn of various actors whose interests do not always converge) reluctant to move from its stronghold and the many negotiations and ceasefires having failed; nevertheless, the first signs of exhaustion shown by one of the parties could prompt some sort of overture.


    The Syrian war (or, more appropriately, the «Syrian wars» that are being waged simultaneously in the country) underwent significant changes in 2016, with Assad securing an undeniable and spectacular success winning back Aleppo. Nevertheless, the almost simultaneous loss of Palmyra and the crisis in Deir ez-Zor triggered by Daesh/Islamic State have underlined the fragility of the government side, which was forced to prioritise the use of its highly limited human resources. Turkey’s military intervention in the north, where it is fighting Daesh/Islamic State while threatening  and barely concealing it  another US ally (Syria’s thriving Kurds), has further complicated the situation. The mainly Kurdish campaign against the capital of Daesh/Islamic State in Syria, Raqqa, with the sponsorship and support of the US-led coalition, began in November 2016 but is currently at a standstill, and it is not clear whether it meets the political and military requirements for the success of the operation. Meanwhile, Syria’s Sunni opposition is increasingly divided, weak and radicalised. Under such conditions, no possibility can be ruled out in Syria in 2017.


    Things are looking somewhat brighter for Iraq, where the offensive against Mosul could end in the first quarter of 2017 with the recapture of all the territories occupied by Baghdadi’s «caliphate» in 2014. However, after the defeat of the Islamic State/Daesh (which will most likely simply adapt to the situation and go back to being a terrorist and insurgent movement again as it was before 2014), the task will remain of establishing an internal structure for Iraq that takes into account the Shia majority, the Sunni minority and the Kurds, who are all in turn deeply fragmented. On top of these issues is the covert wrestling match between Iran and Turkey (and, to a lesser extent, Saudi Arabia) to maintain their influence in the country, where the political role of the United States is increasingly vague.


    Turkey will be another source of concern in 2017. The failed coup has speeded up the pre-existing internal dynamics in which the predominant Islamist party AKP has subordinated everything to the attempt of its leader and president Recep Tayyip Erdogan to amend the constitution to establish a presidential republic in which he wields the power. With the referendum on constitutional change slated for April 2017, despite growing economic difficulties and the fluctuations in the Syrian intervention, it seems likely a priori that Erdogan’s wishes will be fulfilled. The state of emergency in force since July and extended for a further term in January 2017 has allowed him to carry out a huge crackdown resulting in dozens of thousands of arrests and reprisals and an iron-fisted control of the media, taking an increasingly authoritarian turn which is aimed not only against the alleged participants in the coup, members of Fetullah Gülen’s Hizmet movement, but against the whole opposition. This direction will merely drive Turkey further away from the West and lead it to forge closer ties with Russia, albeit underpinned by a neo-Ottoman nationalistic approach. With the country in the grip of an escalation of savage terrorist attacks and indiscriminate state repression, the possibility of Turkey reaching a negotiated solution to the conflict with the PKK terrorist movement  a possibility briefly glimpsed in the first half of 2015  seems increasingly distant.


    An exception to the rest of the regional crises, the situation in Israel and Palestine has not varied much in 2016, having been ousted from centre stage by the succession of conflicts that have broken out in the Middle East. The current status quo is evidently favourable to Israel, while the Palestinian Authority is being torn apart by its own internal divides, corruption and inefficiency, and the continuing rift between Fatah and Hamas. It seems that the advent of the Trump administration, with its idea of moving the US embassy to Jerusalem and, compared to Obama’s stance, apparently more accommodating attitude towards Jewish colonisation of the occupied territories of the West Bank, will be conducive to even greater Israeli intransigence. In 2017 it will be 50 years since the West Bank and Gaza were occupied following the Six Days’ War, and as any international impetus is unlikely, a «two-state» solution (Israel and Palestine) seems increasingly distant.


    On the positive side, against all odds, the OPEC reached an agreement in November 2016 to reduce oil production in order to push up prices, on which the budgets of several countries of the regions depend, proving that negotiation and agreement are still possible in the Middle East. Lebanon likewise managed to elect a new president after two years of institutional deadlock and form a national unity government. And the huge potential of the eastern Mediterranean gas reserves could be a spur to reducing the conflict levels and facilitating cooperation between the potential beneficiary countries (Israel/Palestine, Turkey, Cyprus, Lebanon, Egypt and Syria); so far in 2016 it encouraged a rapprochement between Greek and Turkish Cypriots and is among the factors that have prompted a reconciliation (though we will have to wait and see if it lasts) between Turkey and Israel.


    In one way or another, developments in the Middle East will continue at a fast past 2017, and even temporary stability remains a distant prospect. It is therefore more than likely that throughout this bumpy process they will continue to make the international headlines.
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    Abstract


    



    Throughout 2016, the Sahel continued to be an extraordinarily complex region where extremist organisations carried on interacting with criminal organisations, ethnic militias, armed groups and government authorities in varying degrees and in different ways, creating an environment of insecurity that makes it difficult for governments to control their own territory, while facilitating the spread of the jihadist message and armed insurgency. Although, in recent years, terrorist organisations and criminal groups have been under increasing pressure from military action and more efficient international cooperation, which have resulted in significant material and territorial losses for terrorist groups and a decline in the territories they control, this does not mean to say that jihadist terrorism has ceased to be the main threat to regional security. On the contrary, these groups have shown great resilience in adverse circumstances, being able to survive military attacks by local governments and even external powers to the extent that their operational structures remain active.
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    Introduction


    



    Since the beginning of the century, jihadist organisations have been establishing themselves and spreading across the Sahel to western Africa and the Gulf of Guinea, leading to a significant worsening of the social, economic and security conditions of already fragile states. The attacks perpetrated by terrorist organisations like al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQMI) and Boko Haram have claimed tens of thousands of lives since being established and have displaced large swathes of the population within and beyond national borders. Boko Haram alone is reckoned to have caused 11,000 deaths in 2015, more than those recorded in Syria and Iraq for the same period.1 As a result, extremist groups have seized control of large expanses of land, turning them into areas out of bounds to the armed and security forces of the countries in the region.


    Although not in a position to militarily challenge the concerted action of the armed forces of the regional governments and external powers, terrorist groups are nonetheless capable of carrying out asymmetrical attacks and of keeping up considerable military activity and a strong presence in the traditional and social media. What is more, the extremist ideologies’ proven ability to gain new recruits among Muslim communities with historical grievances and the highly profitable criminal undertakings they control help them recover from military setbacks, while becoming a powerful source of inspiration for other groups who seek to emulate them. Proof of this is the fact that in Mali AQIM and its affiliates are enjoying considerable resonance among the Peul/Fulani communities of livestock farmers whose traditional way of life is being threatened by climate change and competition with farming communities for access to water and grazing land.


    In addition to the risk of extremist organisations forging alliances, a serious cause for concern is the possibility of fresh rivalry between them giving rise to spectacular attacks in and outside the region in a race to win potential recruits and secure a greater presence in the international media. In this connection, the attack on the Radisson Blue hotel in Barnako in November 2015 causing 19 deaths, the terrorist attack of February 2016 in Burkina Faso’s capital, Ouagadougou, with a toll of 29 deaths, and the attack on the tourist resort in Ivory Coast killing 16 are examples of this new tendency to carry out attacks with far-reaching international repercussions and a clear strategic impact.


    The consequences of the developments in the Syrian and Iraq wars also remain to be seen. As the two rival groups, Daesh and al-Qaeda, are growing progressively weaker in these countries, their branches in the Sahel are becoming more autonomous. This may encourage either greater collaboration between international groups and their local franchises, or greater competition between these rival organisations. Either outcome is feasible and either will undermine the stability of the region and the international community.


    A determining factor when assessing the future security outlook for the region is the situation in Libya. The country appears to have become a rear base and source of support for the groups that were fighting in Syria and Iraq and also a new land of jihad for Daesh, even though this terrorist group had been based in Sirte since the beginning of 2015. Its expulsion from the area of the Gulf of Sidra in December 2016 has paved the way for the remnants of the defeated jihadist groups, together with combatants who manage to survive the fighting in Syria and Iraq, to move to the Sahel, turning it into the next battlefield for international jihadism.


    All these circumstances make it necessary to examine the evolution of the extremist groups in the Sahel and the complex political, economic and military game in which they are currently engaged in order to identify their strategies, analyse their ability to withstand adversity and assess their possibilities of surviving the concerted action of regional governments and the international community, which are committed to preventing the centre of gravity of jihadist action from shifting to this troubled region.


    



    



    The Sahel: A context of corruption and fragility


    



    Although the image we might have of the Sahel region is that of a vast, empty territory not subject to the control of any government, where historically underprivileged communities subsist on the basis of criminal activities and terrorist organisations, the fact is that more than a space without a government it is a complex, diverse environment whose geopolitical forces, economic structures, ethnic and social relations, and trade networks have been evolving and adapting over the centuries. In the Sahel we cannot strictly speak of an absence of state authority but rather of the existence of a sophisticated web of influences and relations that normally operate outside the formal structure of states, whose presence and authority are strongly limited.2
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        Image 1. The Sahel as a border


        



        


      

    


    


    This means that the historical communities that inhabit the Sahel are highly sensitive to crises, which are recurrent, and under increasing pressure from shortage of resources, chiefly water. This places them among the most vulnerable in the world. Countries like Niger, Chad and Mali systematically appear at the bottom of international human development rankings in aspects such as health, education and standard of living.3 To this situation should be added aspects such as climate change and environmental degradation, which have exacerbated the vulnerability of a region where the vast majority of the population relies on agriculture and shepherding to survive. Climate change is a risk multiplier4 in the Sahel as it reduces the availability of water. Areas suitable for farming have decreased significantly and some wetlands have practically disappeared. For example, Lake Chad has shrunk by 95 percent in the past 50 years.5
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        Image 2. The countries most vulnerable to climate change in 2016


        



        


      

    


    Another factor to bear in mind is explosive population growth, with annual fertility rates amounting to between 2.9 and 3.9. This means that in countries like Niger the population doubles every 15 years.6 As a result, a growing number of people are competing for dwindling resources, leading to increased intra- and extra-community tensions, a phenomenon that encourages receptiveness to, and the spread of, extremist messages offering simple solutions to complex problems.


    But this does not mean to say that the future of the countries of the Sahel region will necessarily be negative. With the right strategies, efficient use of water and good land management, investments in infrastructure, agriculture and mining, market liberalisation, improvements in education and access to family planning, it would be possible to turn around most of the population’s current situation of dire financial straits and lack of opportunities. This does not require major resources: it would be sufficient to manage the existing ones more efficiently and organise the productive, political and social structures better in order to provide incentives for economic development as the basis of social progress.


    Although political dynamics vary from country to country, all the Sahel countries are characterised by a clear division between a strongly centralised state and a marginalised periphery where government institutions are very weak and corruption is rife. In Mali, for example, the concentration of power in the south has been the main source of the grievances and mistrust of the northern communities. This circumstance is further exacerbated by the fact that the mining industry, the country’s main source of income, is located in the south and the national authorities therefore have little incentive to pay attention to or invest in the north, where only 10 percent of the population lives; in addition, northerners’ Tuareg descent makes them different from the black population in the south.7 It is therefore not surprising that the northern Tuaregs have felt discriminated against by the Bamako government since the end of the colonial era and this, despite various attempts at decentralisation, has translated into recurring rebellions in 1962, 1991 and, more recently, in2012.


    Many of Mali’s problems are shared by Niger, including a similar geography and north-south divide that dates from before independence and is expressed in a classic clash between the security forces and the Tuaregs living in the north. However, compared to its western neighbour, Niger’s situation is much more favourable. This difference can be explained by the higher percentage of Tuaregs living in the country8 and by the fact that the uranium mines, the country’s main source of wealth, are located in Airlit and Agadez in the north. In addition, the central government has been more aware of these factors and has attempted to be more accommodating to the Tuareg communities, as well as maintaining a larger military presence in the north.


    Nevertheless, the national governments are only one of the many players in the region, where they interact with a toxic cocktail of armed groups, insurgent movements, ethnic militias, smugglers and traffickers and religious extremists, with whom they maintain relations and compete. The dividing lines between these groups are generally blurred and they often overlap, giving rise to alliances that emerge and fizzle out in keeping with particular interests, people or the political context. Nor are the ethnic groups monolithic or unified. Rivalry between clans and the struggle for pre-eminence among the elites are ills endemic in them all, and all that binds them together is their animosity and resistance to state control.


    



    Illegal trafficking, the principal way of life in the region


    



    The jihadist groups that operate in the Sahel coexist with an extensive transnational criminal network whose earnings have increased massively in the past 15 years. Although the population is very sparse, the region is crossed by many trade routes that connect the main population centres with small desert stations and transit points. Some of the cities that have recently become famous for their links with organised crime are the major trade hubs connecting western Africa with the Maghreb and the Mediterranean since ancient times.


    Similarly, the social, technical and commercial underpinnings of trafficking activities have progressively take shape and grown stronger over the course of many centuries.9 The borders imposed by the colonial governors and preserved by the new states that emerged from the decolonisation process have little if any impact on trade flows, and they are not recognised as such by much of the population who cross them frequently. The fact is that today the old trade routes that cross the Sahel have become smuggling routes for a roaring trade in all kinds of illegal goods and substances.10


    For example, cigarettes manufactured in Asia arrive in western Africa and from there are transported to the consumer markets of Libya, Algeria and Europe, where they fetch more than a billion dollars annually.11 Similarly, automobiles and fuel that are heavily subsidised in Algeria are smuggled into Morocco, Mali and Niger, which are increasingly also receiving household goods from Algeria, although the trade routes with the southern markets have been cut off due to insecurity.


    But of all these illegal goods, the most profitable continue to be drugs, chiefly cocaine from Latin America, which generates income of approximately 800 million dollars.12 Drugs enter Africa via the so-called «Highway 10»13 which runs along the parallel through countries like Guinea Bissau. In recent years, it has been joined by heroin produced in Afghanistan and Pakistan, cannabis from Morocco and methamphetamines and fake medicines from Asia.14
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        Image 3. Cocaine trafficking in the Sahel


        



        


      

    


    


    Another significant problem is arms trafficking, which has become a major source of income and an instability factor. Although not a producer region itself, the Sahel is inundated with light arms from the civil wars of the 1990s or from local arsenals, which are stolen and sold by corrupt civil servants, normally members of the region’s security forces and armies.15 An important reason for the rise in this illegal activity is the sacking of the Libyan arsenals following the fall of Gadhafi in 2011, as a result of which hugeamounts of chiefly light arms have been distributed across the region, including assault rifles, machine guns, grenade launchers, anti-aircraft artillery mounted on light vehicles, explosives and ammunition, as various United Nations Security Council reports have recognised.16
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      Image 4. Illegal arms trafficking in the Sahel


      



      


    


    Finally, people trafficking has increased exponentially in the past few years as the insecurity and poverty of various African countries and the anarchy in Libya have strengthened the existing routes and opened new ones to Europe. In Niger alone the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNDOC) reckons that between 4,000 and 5,000 migrants cross the country every week, providing annual revenues in the region of 150 million dollars.17 The closure of the eastern routes via Turkey and the Balkans following the December 2015 agreements between Turkey and the European Union on the readmission of immigrants and refugees has revived the central routes to Italy via Libya, Algeria and Tunisia and across the Mediterranean.
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        Image 5. Most common migratory routes


        



        


      

    


    


    Potential migrants without resources are currently piling up in cities of the Sahel such as Gao and Agadez, unable to move forward or return to their places of origin, where they are highly vulnerable to the mafias who exploit and enslave them, or to being recruited by the criminal jihadist groups whose ranks have been badly depleted by the military setbacks of the past years.18


    All this illegal trafficking, which has grown in recent years, is a primary source of funding for the jihadist groups, and also provides an ideal breeding ground for their criminal activities. It can therefore be said that the Sahel is a region where jihadist groups and criminal organisations have used cross-border ethnic and family relations to build a hybrid crime structure that is withstanding the test of time and is based on mutual necessity and utility.19 The traffickers supply the human, logistic and financial resources the terrorist groups need to carry out actions that end up having an impact on regional and global security, while the jihadists provide the criminal organisations with access to political power, as well as military capabilities and media repercussions.


    



    The action of the jihadist groups


    



    Violent jihadist movements are not a new phenomenon in the Sahel. Ever since Islam reached this part of the world in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, various political and religious leaders have used the message of the most violent jihad to expand their sphere of influence and subjugate their enemies. This language of force as an instrument of reform and religious purification is currently used by the various jihadist groups to capture recruits and subvert the established political order.


    Although the vast majority of Muslims who live in the Sahel belong to the Fiqh school of Sunni Maliki Islamic law, which is more moderate than the strict Hanbali School of the Arab peninsula (commonly known in the West as Wahhabi), a significant shift towards a stricter expression of Islam has been witnessed in the Sahel in recent decades. This change has been spurred by substantial financial aid chiefly from the countries of the Persian Gulf, which have encouraged an often intolerant version of Islam and a «narrative of grievance» which ambitious individuals and opportunistic groups have seized upon to recruit followers and overturn the established order.20 This process has been followed in varying degrees of intensity by all the Islamist groups and cells, franchises of both Daesh and al-Qaeda, despite the significant differences  chiefly in operational strategies  between these two groups which nonetheless share the common aim of spreading Islam across the world.


    However, the language and ideology of the violent jihad have not proven sufficient to guarantee the loyalty of these groups’ followers for long periods of time. Recruitment strategies include measures such as appealing to ethnic or class sentiments to create a feeling of grievance among the lowest segments of the social pyramid. This is the strategy followed by the Movement for Unity and Jihad in West Africa (MUJWA), an al-Qaeda franchise, though in practice its agenda is regional and centred on spreading the jihad in West Africa. This group has taken a pragmatic approach to defending the interests of local communities, seeking to adapt the jihadist rhetoric to their economic concerns. For example, in Timbuktu and Gao, the MUJWA has been proclaiming that taxes and excises of all kinds go against «the will of Allah» and therefore cannot be collected under a government that defines itself as Islamic.21


    Coercion has also become an important means of forcing young people in particular to join the ranks of the jihadist groups. This policy is being widely practiced by groups such as Boko Haram in Nigeria, though the recent military setbacks have reduced the number of volunteers prepared to join up.22


    From the military point of view, it can be said that the situation on the ground for the jihadist groups is much worse than it was a year ago. No jihadist group  not even al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, Daesh or Boko Haram  controls large areas of territory; Daesh was the last to lose its territory when Sirte, the emblematic capital of its emirate in Libya, fell to the internationally recognised Government of National Accord (GNA) at the beginning of December 2016.23 This does not mean to say that the terrorist groups have not retained the ability to inflict significant material damage and loss of lives, but it does indicate that none is in a position to effectively stand up to opposing military forces, national or international, or vie with them for control of the territory.


    However, their current weakness does not rule out possibility of their recovering from their defeats and re-emerging stronger than in the past, or of doing so in new spaces that provide opportunities for jihad as theatres of military operations. Indeed, these terrorist groups are characterised by their resilience and ability to recover from major military setbacks, as we have seen in Afghanistan, Somalia, Iraq and Syria.


    



    Boko Haram: Weakened but not defeated


    



    Boko Haram, a group extraordinarily active in Nigeria and the neighbouring countries in the early part of the present decade, when it murdered 6,500 civilians in 2015 and 11,000 the following year24  more than those killed by Daesh in Syria and Iraq during those years  is currently becoming weaker and weaker. It has lost many of its fighters and its main leaders, and thousands of the hostages it had taken have been rescued by the Nigerian authorities. With Lake Chad, the area in which it mainly operates, gripped by a deep food crisis, its logistic situation is disastrous. By the end of 2016 the group no longer had access to the equipment and weapons it relied on in the past, including battle tanks, armoured vehicles and light Toyota vehicles, while the Nigerian air force strikes on its hideouts in the Sambisa forest, its last haven near the border with Cameroon, have weakened it even more if such a thing is possible.25


    The establishment of the so-called Civilian Joint Task Force (CJTF) in 2011 and 2012, consisting of lightly armed vigilantes entrusted with protecting their own communities, has proved to be an efficient operational structure over the years, mainly in the Nigerian state of Borno.26 Its 24,000 members have acted as liaisons between the communities and the military forces and are an important source of information on them  a task that much of the population was understandably not willing to perform. Another factor that has helped weaken this terrorist group is the alliance forged at the end of 2014 between the governments of Nigeria, Chad, Niger and Cameroon leading to a joint offensive that marked the start of its military decline.27


    As a result, Boko Haram has at last had to abandon the territory it previously controlled in inland Nigeria and shift to the swampy areas around Lake Chad and the equatorial forests in the mountains of northern Cameroon. This does not mean to say that the border area between Nigeria, Cameroon and Chad is now fully controlled by the respective governments, but it does indicate that the terrorist group is severely weakened. The current strategy of the countries of the Chad basin (Nigeria, Cameroon, Chad and Niger) involves gaining control of Sambisa forest as the first stage of an operation designed to form a pincer around the Lake Chad islands, the last stronghold of Boko Haram’s main combatants and primarily one of its leaders, Abu al-Mosab Barnawi.28


    Although Nigeria’s president, Muhammadu Buhari, stated in a BBC interview in December 2015 that the group had been dismantled as an organised militant force and had lost its ability to launch conventional attacks or engage in direct combat with military forces,29 Boko Haram is not completely destroyed or inoperative and still has a significant ability to carry out asymmetrical attacks of a certain size. Nevertheless, the fact that the group is increasingly using girls for its suicide attacks is due not only to the fact that they are less likely to draw attention but probably to the growing difficulty of recruiting young men for its cause.


    But the group’s problems are not only operational. As well as withstanding the military pressure of the forces of Nigeria and other countries in the region, it needs to address the problem of its divided chiefs. There is fierce rivalry between the traditional leadership represented by Abubakar Shekau, until recently a supporter of Daesh, whose bloody methods have been widely questioned by the group’s own members, and the faction represented by Mamman Nur, who is closely linked to al-Qaeda. In 2012 Nur established a new branch called Ansaru which presented itself as a «more humane» alternative to Shekau, claiming that it does not attack Muslims and limits its action to government targets and Christians, acting in a more «acceptable» self-defence.30 Its most spectacular action was the attack on Abuja prison in November 2012 enabling 200 Islamists to escape, followed by a series of hostage takings during 2012 and 2013 that allowed it to become established in its own right.31


    Its relations with Shekau were mainly cooperative until 2016, and it did not oppose Boko Haram’s seizure and control of various regional governments. But at some point during the year the groups went their separate ways completely, as a result of which Ansaru made off with hundreds of followers of Boko Haram, including Abu Musab al-Barnawi,32 the son of the movement’s charismatic leader Mohammed Yusuf. In August 2016 Daesh’s leadership announced that Barnawi was replacing Shekau as the chief (wali) of Boko Haram, and changed its operational strategy in an attempt to improve its public image, rejecting indiscriminate violence and concentrating attacks on Christians and churches.


    This group loyal to the Islamic State is currently the more dangerous and better organised of the two factions into which Boko Haram has split. It controls the areas west of Lake Chad, and is pitted against the Nigerian and Chad armies and has been benefiting from a certain calm before the start of the offensive to destroy their supply chain and occupy their bases.


    As for Abubakar Shekau, although according to the Nigerian authorities’ declarations he is dead,33 the fact is that 29 December he recorded a video in Sambisa forest announcing not only that he was still alive but that his men had not been «driven out of anywhere»34 and were still fully operational. Nevertheless, even if this were true, his refusal to remain loyal to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi would indicate that Daesh has lost the loyalty of an important part of Boko Haram and, accordingly, some of the most experienced jihadist leaders in Africa. Significant clashes have broken out since August 2016 between the supporters of both factions and the change of rhetoric and goals advocated by the new leader Barnawi would indicate that Daesh seems to be forcing a change of strategy aimed at encouraging a religious struggle in order to win the support of the local communities  something that Shekau’s tactics of extreme violence never achieved. What remains to be seen  and this will be difficult  is whether this strategy proves to be overly ambitious given the terrorist group’s current situation of weakness, however much rhetoric and propaganda they use.


    



    AQIM: in the process of recovering?


    



    Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQMI) is a jihadist terrorist group that has proven to have an extraordinary ability to survive in difficult circumstances. Its origins can be traced back to the Algerian civil war that ravaged the country after the thwarted electoral process in 1992. The Algerian authorities’ intention to prevent the advent to power of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS), a political group with Islamist leanings, led a radicalised sector of the population, prominent among whom were the veteran Algerian mujahedeen who had fought in Afghanistan against the Soviets, to found the takfir Armed Islamic Group (GIA), which can be considered the embryo of AQMI, and initiate an armed struggle against the Algerian government. What ensued was a terrible civil war which claimed more than 100,000 lives in what was known as the «black decade».35


    In 1997, the GIA changed its name in order to improve its public image, which had been badly dented by the atrocities committed during these years, and became known as the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC). The police and military successes of the Algerian authorities and the important demobilisation of the group’s affiliates and sympathisers  largely a consequence of the reconciliation policy carried out by President Bouteflika from 1999  led the group to move its base of operations to the Sahel, where it boosted its resources through a process of hybridisation with organised crime and gained notoriety for actions such as taking western hostages. The capture of 32 Central European tourists in 200336 and their eventual liberation following a ransom payment of five million euros marked the start of a vicious circle that was extremely profitable for the jihadists: the more western hostages they took, the more money they demanded, and this in turn spurred further hostage taking, so that ransom payments gradually increased over the years, from 150,000 euros in 2003 to 7.5 million euros in 2014.37 As a result of these simple and profitable operational tactics, the remnants of the defeated Algerian movement displaced to the Sahel grew into a powerful and well-funded group with minimal risks for its own activists, who were reserved for more impactful actions.38 This drew the attention of al-Qaeda, whose strategy at the start of the century consisted in spreading through a system of franchises across areas of the Muslim world where the local jihadist groups stood chances of success.


    In 2007, the GSPC thus became an al-Qaeda franchise called al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQMI)39 under the leadership of Abu Musab Abdel Wadoud, who is better known as Abdelmalek Droukdel, a former Algerian combatant in Afghanistan whose headquarters were based in the Kabylia region in Algeria, but whose operational structures (katibas) were active in the Sahel area under the leadership of people like Abu Zeid and Moktar Belmokhtar. Affiliation with al-Qaeda raised the global profile of the new Sahelian franchise, whose leadership continued to be Algerian but whose ranks were swelled by a growing number of Islamist volunteers from Mali, Mauritania, Nigeria and Senegal. The group expanded into other fields such as drug trafficking, where it established close relations with smuggling networks, charging them a «protection» tax for crossing its area of operations. For this purpose it used opportunistic but effective tactics of teaming up with regional tribes and clans, sharing with them the plentiful proceeds from its criminal activities in which the policy of marrying local women played an important role.


    Some of the people who engage in these activities attained considerable fame for extending their illegal activities to all kinds of wares, such as smuggling cigarettes, cars, weapons or people. Prominent among them was the Algerian Mokhtar Belmokhtar, another Afghanistan veteran whose jihadist activities earned him international fame after he claimed responsibility for the attack on the Tigantourine gas facility in In Amenas in January 2013 in which 39 hostages were killed.40


    Nevertheless, the strategy pursued by AQMI during these years can be described as erratic. The differences between its leaders with respect to ideology, operational tactics, responsibilities, commercial activities and targets undermined the cohesion of this jihadist group and gave rise to various splinter groups fuelled by ethnic and class rivalry. In 2011, misgivings about Algerian leadership sparked the emergence of the Movement of Unity and Jihad in West Africa (MUJWA) under the direction of Malian and Mauritanian chiefs and with members from a broad range of black Shongai/Peul (Fulani) tribes as well as Arab communities of the Sahel region.41


    Another jihadist group closely related to al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb that emerged during this period was Ansar Dine (‘Defenders of the Faith»), which was established by Iyad Ag Ghaly, a former Tuareg leader during the uprisings of the 90s. He made his fortune as an intermediary for the Malian government in the taking of European hostages during the first years of the century and, disillusioned in 2011 by the rejection of his candidature as leader of the nationalist uprising in northern Mali staged by the Azawad Liberation Movement (MNLA), he decided to create his own group based on the Ifora, the main tribe in the southern part of the Tuareg region, and Algerian, Malian and Nigerian volunteers.42


    A similar case is that of Belmokhtar, whose action in the past years has been characterised by growing autonomy and refusal to submit to the central authority of AQMI and provide information about his accounts. This autonomous manner of acting led him to split from AQMI in 2012 and form his own group, which he called al-Mulathameen («the masked brigade»). This group carried out the attack on the Tigantourine gas facility in In Amenas, which established his reputation as a military leader and jihadist chief.43 The lack of cohesion of the various jihadist groups operating in the Sahel did not prevent them all  AQIM, MUJAO, Ansar Dine, al-Mulathameen  from viewing the uprising in the Azawad as a strategic opportunity to join forces with the MNLA and put their roots down in Mali with a view to declaring an independent caliphate.


    Nevertheless, the heavy losses inflicted by the French anti-jihadist intervention of January 2013 in Mali and the subsequent crackdown of local and international security forces forced these groups to reorganise themselves team up to a considerable extent. Accordingly, in mid-2013, Mokhtar Belmokhtar merged his «brigade» with a faction of the MUHWA, a group which had also been severely weakened, giving rise to a new jihadist group called al-Morabitum («the sentinels»).44 This group became affiliated with AQMI on 4 December 2015 and claimed responsibility for actions as spectacular as the attack on the Radisson Blu hotel on 20 November 2015 and the taking of hostages.


    The fact is that the ambitions of all these groups have greatly surpassed their operational capabilities. The military failure to capture Bamako in January 2013 and the serious losses suffered by these groups, in terms of both men and material, dealt a huge blow to their prestige and greatly reduced their possibilities of operating strategically during the following two years.


    The French intervention of January 2013, coupled with the deployment of an African Union peacekeeping force, which ended up handing over in July 2013 to the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilisation Mission (MINUSMA), succeeded in weakening the jihadist groups and pushing them towards their rear bases  located chiefly in the region of Fezzan, in southwest Libya  though it did not manage to eradicate them or render them inoperative. Over the past years both AQMI and the various groups operating in the area have proved to be sufficiently resilient and capable of bouncing back, despite the constant pressure to which they are subjected by the various countries in the region and the international military forces operating there. These means that they have retained their ability to act, even if it is limited.


    AQMI is currently headed by the Algerian emir Abdelmalek Droukdel and is organised into two major branches called «emirate of the Maghreb» (also «central emirate») and «emirate of the Sahara», the latter directed since October 2012 by the Algerian Djamel Okasha, alias Abu Yahia al-Humam. Its area is divided into four main katibas (or brigades), each with several dozen combatants divided into smaller sections consisting of a few men, and since the end of 2015 al-Morabitum has been its main and most active katiba.


    As for funding, after the trickle of ransom money dried up following the French intervention of 2013, smuggling various staple goods (foodstuffs, medicines, fuel, etc.) became an important source of income. But their money came above all from private donations from the Middle East. These funds circulated through humanitarian organisations, religious institutions and, more informally, through a chain of Sahelian traders acting as private intermediaries, making them particularly difficult to trace.45 Lastly, part of the funds came from protecting oil infrastructure in Libya.


    



    The decline of Daesh


    



    Until the beginning of 2016, the history of Daesh in the Maghreb and the Sahel was paved with military successes and symbolic victories, such as Boko Haram’s pledge of allegiance in Nigeria, as well as that of a faction of the al-Morabitum group in Mali led by Adnan Abu Walid Sahrahui, which came to be called Islamic State in Greater Sahara (ISGS),46 and even a pro-Daesh splinter group, albeit smaller, from the al-Shabab group in Somalia.47 In Libya, where it initially appeared in the city of Derna in Cyrenaica in October 2014, Daesh even came to control a large strip of coastline along the Gulf of Sidra in February 2015, where it established a provisional emirate based in the city of Sirte until being expelled in December 2016.48


    In general, Daesh’s meteoric rise in Africa beginning in 2014 threatened al-Qaeda’s hitherto unquestioned authority over the international jihadist movement, just as it had done in Syria and Iraq. Its efforts were spurred on by the growing popularity of Daesh as a result of its resounding victories in the Middle East and the widespread conviction in Muslim societies that Daesh was more concerned than al-Qaeda about Muslim civilians.


    Nevertheless, al-Qaeda coped quite well with withstanding Daesh’s efforts to take its place as the leading jihadist organisation in Africa. Daesh’s military defeat in Libya at the hands of the Misrata militias, who were loyal to the Government of National Accord (GNA), in December 2016, together with the effectiveness of al-Qaeda’s various franchises at foiling Daesh’s plans by attacking the deserting factions and executing the supposed sympathisers of this rival group,49 reinforced al-Qaeda’s position and improved its chances of continuing to be the leading group of the international jihadist movement on the continent.


    Some of the actions carried out by the franchises of Daesh, such as the short-lived attack of 26 October on the port of Qandala in northern Somalia, which was won back days later by the government forces, can only be explained by the powerlessness of the local police and should be interpreted as a desperate attempt to prove that they still have a certain operational capacity. The same can be said of Boko Haram, which was initially affiliated with Daesh until its leader Abubakar Shekhau decided to challenge this relationship and split off from the group. Also in the Sahel, Mokhtar Belmokhtar, the leader of al-Morabitum, has remained loyal to al-Qaeda and has defeated Sahraoui’s dissident faction,50 which nonetheless continued to operate from the Malian cities of Gao and Menaka, where it retains a certain amount of support.51


    Basically, the most that Daesh would have achieved was to drive a wedge between the various groups affiliated with al-Qaeda, which became entangled in territorial disputes and fights for leadership that weakened them and undermined their operational capacity. As for their territorial control, after being driven out of Libya, the various groups still loyal to Daesh were confined to small peripheral areas of little strategic importance, chiefly in Somalia, from which it would be very difficult to carry out actions with an international impact.


    Al-Qaeda’s resilience and, consequently, Daesh’s inability to supplant it as leader of the jihadist movement in Africa, is largely due to misconceptions  about the regional nature of the various jihadist groups in Africa and about the importance they attach to their operational autonomy. Coupled with this is the fierce resistance of al-Qaeda’s various franchises to the change in leadership and the limitations of Daesh, which is incapable of providing sufficient logistic and military support to them.


    As a result, the groups which had deserted to join Daesh have lately reversed this process and are returning to an al-Qaeda that appears to have emerged victorious from the bitter dispute of the past few years of rivalry for jihadist leadership. In the end, al-Qaeda reached the Sahel long before Daesh did and will remain long after it has left.


    



    Local responses to the jihadist threat


    



    Although regional responses to the jihadist threat have intensified in recent years, none of the governments of the region has sufficient military capabilities and intelligence structures to carry out effective counterterrorist campaigns by itself. Similarly, none, with the exception of Algeria to an extent, has sufficient resources  in terms of quantity or quality  to control its own territory fully and efficiently.


    But shortage of resources is only part of the problem and the unequal commitment of the various governments to take serious action to stem this threat is more important. For example, one of the main causes of the rise and survival of Boko Haram during the first years of the decade should be sought in the lack of resolve of Nigeria’s president, Goodluck Jonathan, who adopted a policy of denial, playing down the importance of the problem in the northeast of the country until the end of his term.52 The situation was similar in Mali, where for years the authorities accepted the lack of security in the north provided that the instability did not spread to the south.


    Even Chad, a country that has always aspired to become a small regional power and was one of the first countries to join in the French intervention in northern Mali in 2013, regarded Boko Haram as a secondary priority, and attributed the main responsibility to the Nigerian government even though the group has bases in Chad and actively engages in arms trafficking across the country. Only when its own transport routes with Cameroon came under threat and the Nigerian government undertook to fund its participation did the Chadian government agree to take a proactive role in combating terrorism.53


    Although, in general, the initial response to the threat posed by Boko Haram was chiefly military and, furthermore, greatly limited, uncoordinated and excessively violent against the civilian population,54 a significant improvement has been witnessed since 2015 in the professionalism and effectiveness of the armed forces of the region’s states.


    Regional coordination has also improved significantly in critical aspects in order to undermine the jihadist groups’ ability to commit actions of a certain scope, such as exchanging intelligence, blocking supply routes and destroying rear guard areas and training bases. The process is not proving to be easy or complete, owing to the substantial differences of all kinds between the various countries, ranging from language barriers (it should be borne in mind that the working language in Nigeria is English, whereas for most of the Sahelian countries it is French), and the various levels of perception of threat and mistrust between the various actors on the role they should play and the level of commitment they should agree to in solving the problem.


    Despite these difficulties, significant progress has been made in the Lake Chad region recently by the governments of Benin, Cameroon, Nigeria, Niger and Chad, which in mid-2015 managed to set up a Combined Joint Task Force (CJTF). With 8,700 troops and headquartered in Djamena, it has proved fairly effective at combating Boko Haram’s terrorist activities55 by exchanging intelligence and in operational coordination, which has enabled it to achieve tangible results.56


    Nevertheless, Chad’s unwillingness to station its military forces along the border with other members of the Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC),57 coupled with the difficulty of securing sufficient funds for the operations given the low oil prices, are factors to be taken into consideration when assessing the efficiency of the CJTF.


    Even so, cooperation improved considerably during 2016, leading to a significant reduction in terrorist activities and Boko Haram’s operational capabilities. For example, Nigerian military units have begun carrying out joint patrols with their Cameroonian counterparts under air Chadian air cover,58 and cooperation between the military forces of Chad and Niger has increased.


    Nevertheless, despite the improvement in the situation on the ground, it is too soon to regard Boko Haram as a militarily defeated group and the possibility of a decrease in regional cooperation commitments in the future is a serious threat. Countries like Chad, with bigger military capabilities, are overburdened by their regional responsibilities at a time when insecurity is lurking at all their borders, from the Central African Republic in the south, Darfur in the east and Libya in the north to Lake Chad with Boko Haram in the west.


    The other regional power, Nigeria, needs to address serious internal security problems that are not limited to jihadist terrorism. A drought has forced Fulani shepherds to harass the farming communities with which they compete in the Sahel for scant resources, while in the Niger delta the insurgent groups have stepped up their attacks on the oilrigs that are crucial to the economy of a country in full demographic expansion, which depends on these resources for survival. The need to address these problems as priorities may make it difficult to continue chalking up successes against Boko Haram.


    To sum up, the survival of this terrorist group will depend on how committed states in the Lake Chad region  especially, Nigeria as a regional power  are to continuing with the campaign of military harassment to prevent it recovering from the recent defeats and from repairing its damaged operational structures. At the same time, it will be necessary to address the deep underlying causes of the conflict, chiefly the Muslims’ grievances towards the governments which have traditionally paid very little attention to them and the need to improve the prospects of progress of their impoverished populations. Here economic investments, education, the fight against radicalism, the prosecution of corruption and a better division of national wealth are, as in other places where jihadism is rife, the keys to long-term success.


    



    The limits of Algeria’s non-intervention policy


    



    Although Algeria’s foreign and defence policy has traditionally been based on the doctrine of respect for states’ sovereignty and non-interference in their domestic affairs, aspects enshrined in the constitution of 1976,59 the growing jihadist threat at its borders has brought about a change of attitude from Algeria with respect to encouraging regional efforts in fighting radicalism. The difficulty of the neighbouring states’ controlling large expanses of their sovereign territory has forced Algeria to play a more active role in efforts to reinforce regional security structures.


    Algeria is showing a particular interest in the region’s stability, as it is a country which, owing to its geographical location, regards the Sahel as a double security belt, both internal and external, that isolates it from a conflictive environment. In this regard Algeria has been particularly active in mediating in regional conflicts, using them as a means of increasing its influence in the Sahel. It has thus traditionally played a prominent role in talks aimed at settling the Tuareg rebellions in 1990, 2006 and 2014 and, more recently, has taken part in the United Nations talks on the future of Libya.60 Specialisation in conflict mediation processes has enabled Algeria to become a dominant actor in the region, without taking on the risks associated with military interventions in other countries.


    Algeria’s concern with the problems of the Sahel can be explained by the fact that 85 percent of its territory is located in the vast area beyond the Atlas Mountains, which is home to all its gas and oil reserves and less than 10 percent of its population.61 Even so, it is an underprivileged area where popular demands, spurred by what are perceived as grievances with respect to the north, have been growing in number and intensity since 2013, converting the main population centres of the Sahel into the epicentre of Algerian protests.


    The main sources of tension are in the M’zab valley, where clashes have broken out between the Ibadi Mozabites62 and the majority Maliki Sunni communities in recent years leading to a death toll of several dozen, the plundering of thousands of private businesses and properties and the destruction of historic heritage. Another important source of tension is the Saharan city of In Salah, where there were major rallies against shale gas exploration after the government announced the success of the drillings carried out in December 2014.63


    In the domestic sphere, the Algerian authorities have attempted to silence the protests through dialogue and administrative reforms  measures which, although positively received by the population, are insufficient as they do not address underlying problems but are purely circumstantial and tactical. In May 2015, the territorial organisation was modified by the creation of ten new districts, each under the authority of a provincial governor, and in February 2016 the constitution was amended to weaken the position of the president who from now on will be elected by deputies. In addition, the state has undertaken to recognise the language of the Berber minority as an official language.64


    In the field of regional security, Algeria is a model of stability and security in a problematic area, though factors such as falling oil prices in 2016 and the existing uncertainty about who will take President Bouteflika’s place could alter the current security situation and trigger another crisis, depending on how the Algerian government manages to handle them.


    As for combating jihadism, Algeria’s problem is that the security structures it has in place are designed to address an essentially domestic brand of terrorism, as throughout most of its existence as an independent state the threat was internal, such as in the era of the Armed Islamic Group in the 90s or its new version, the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat, from 1997 onwards. However, Algeria’s current security threats are chiefly external, though its effects are in the form of attacks within its territory, and this is forcing Algeria to reorganise its security structures.


    After Balmokhtar’s group attacked the Tigantourine plant in January 2013 with the aim of destabilising the country’s economy, an intense internal debate ensued on whether Algeria should intervene in other neighbouring countries to prevent the jihadist groups that move through them with barely any opposition from acting against its territory or vital interests. As a result of this debate its external borders have been reinforced.65 For some years the Algerian government has been designing a strategy aimed at insulating its borders from attacks perpetrated by groups located outside them, and has deployed thousands of soldiers along the 5,955 kilometres of borders it shares with Mauritania, Mali, Niger and Libya. It has also set up tracking stations along the southern border and has acquired modern military equipment, including drones and electronic surveillance systems. These measures, although effective, have not prevented the border from continuing to be porous to cross-border illegal trafficking, infiltration and jihadists’ attacks on military posts.


    Although Algeria pursues a policy of non-intervention and respect for sovereignty, the threats the region is under cannot be overcome without greater military cooperation between Algeria and its neighbouring countries.66 In this connection, Algeria considers regional cooperation with its neighbours to be crucial, and is becoming a key actor in coordinating a regional response to cross-border terrorism, smuggling and other illegal activities of the armed groups that operate in the Sahel. The flagship initiative of this effort is the «Tamanrasset Plan»,67 adopted in 2009 by Algeria, Niger, Mali and Mauritania, leading to the creation in 2010 of a General Staff Joint Operations Committee (CEMOC) in Tamanrasset in order to coordinate efforts in combating terrorism, creating joint patrols and cross-border operations and an intelligence cell in Algeria (Unité de Fusion et de Liaison) in which Algeria, Burkina Faso, Libya, Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Nigeria and Chad are taking part with the aim of reinforcing and coordinating the exchange of information.68


    Nevertheless, we should question to what extent the measures taken in connection with the Tamanrasset Plan have aided cooperation on regional security issues, as the effectiveness of the CEMOC and the Joint Intelligence Centre has not been sufficiently proven. Furthermore, the agreement was apparently designed less as a regional response to the terrorist and criminal threats and more as a means of preventing western military intervention, chiefly French, a scenario which Algeria regards as a direct threat to its national sovereignty.69


    Algeria’s lack of interest in initiatives such as that of the African Union in Mali, which entails setting up a regional intervention force, stems from its concern that such a force may become a vehicle for international military deployments with the pretext of helping the local military forces. Algeria’s position is opposed to that of Morocco, its neighbour and regional rival, which has taken advantage of Algeria’s ambivalence to back Paris, becoming a supporter of military intervention in Mali and a firm ally of the western governments, chiefly France. This very convenient position has enabled Morocco to gain the support of the leading western powers in defending the integration of the Western Sahara into Morocco, to the detriment of the arguments in favour of independence promoted by the Polisario Front and supported by Algeria. At the same time, Morocco  the only African country that does not belong to the African Union  seeks to foster bilateral rapprochements with the countries of the Sahel to avoid becoming isolated in the region, taking advantage of the privileged relations between King Mohammed VI and the leaders of the Sahel countries, as well as so-called «religious diplomacy» as a means of influencing the countries in the region.70


    All in all, the measures taken by the administration of President Bouteflika during his fourth term have proved useful, albeit insufficient, in addressing the country’s domestic problems and stabilising its external borders, as shown by the attack with rockets carried out on 18 March 2016 against the gas installations of British Petroleum (BP) in the province of Salahy. According to the subsequent declarations of AQMI, which claimed responsibility for the attack, it was not only designed to wage «war against the interests of the crusaders»71 but also to protect the environment by hindering the exploration of shale gas. This indicates that we are facing a new situation in which the jihadist groups operating in the Algerian Sahara are tweaking their tactics, paying greater attention to people’s grievances, especially in the south. This serious threat, which the Algerian authorities will have to address in the future, will require them not only to keep up the pressure with counterterrorism efforts at home and to cooperate with the neighbouring countries, but also to cater to the social demands of a large part of the population with a view to improving confidence in the institutions and steering them away from the message of the radicals.


    



    International cooperation in combating jihadism


    



    In the Sahel region, five countries, Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Chad and Burkina Faso, established an institutional framework called «G-5 Sahel» in Nouakchott in February 2014.72 They were driven by their concern about problems such as the insecurity caused by jihadist terrorism, drug trafficking and organised crime, in general phenomena resulting from the porousness of borders, and undertook to put together a programme of priority investments with special emphasis on security, infrastructure (transport, energy, telecommunications and water resources), food security and adaptation to climate change. Although militarily speaking the creation of this group can be interpreted as a regional response to the French intervention in operation Barkhane, with which it nonetheless cooperates in joint operations in border areas, the fact is that cooperation is very limited as Algeria is not part of it.73 In addition, each country’s forces are forced to operate within their borders and have no possibility of carrying out cross-border «hot pursuits» and have not even agreed on the need to create joint units or conduct joint patrols.


    Nevertheless, as the African Union is the only regional initiative in the Sahel to tackle common security problems, efforts have been made in this framework to broaden the group to include countries like Senegal, Ivory Coast, Guinea and Algeria. It is especially significant that no attempt has been made to include Morocco in the multilateral initiatives in this framework, to which it does not belong owing to its dispute with Algeria over the sovereignty of Western Sahara.


    As for extra-regional organisations, two are playing a prominent role in stabilising the Sahel. One is the European Union, which has focused its efforts on training the military forces of Mali through the training missions (EUTM), to which it contributes 580 instructors, but without insisting on military combat operations. So far the European instructors are reckoned to have trained approximately 9,000 recruits from Mali, half of its army, though the chief of EUTM-Mali, the Belgian general Eric Harvent, was probably right when he pointed out at the Bamako headquarters that «we have to be realists, reform of an army … can take ten years».74


    The other organisation that is particularly active in the region is the United Nations, which has specialised in seeking peace between the Malian government and the armed groups, as well as in helping extend the state’s authority to the north of the country. The aim is to offer Tuaregs and other northern groups a certain amount of autonomy if they renounce independence and to prevent the resurgence of militant Islamist groups skilled at exploiting any power vacuum. Unlike the exclusively French operation Barkhane, whose mission is to destroy the terrorist groups, that of the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) is limited to protecting the civilian population and mission personnel and it is not authorised to become involved in operations against the jihadists.75


    The present of two operations  Barkhane and MINUSMA  in the same areas but with different purposes is a source of frustration given the difficulty of sharing intelligence and pursuing common objectives. The slowness of both the rebels and the government in implementing the peace agreement signed in 2015 means that the nearly 13,000 members of the United Nations mission, MINUSMA, belonging to 123 nations are paying the price of stabilisation, which costs more than 100 lives and nearly a billion dollars annually.76 The results on the ground are, however, clearly unsatisfactory, as indicated by the many murders committed by the jihadists in the central region, where the law of silence has been imposed in cities like Douentza, Sevare and Möpti, preventing their inhabitants from collaborating with the Malian authorities.77


    The United States is playing a secondary role and is helping stabilise the Sahel area by strengthening the military capabilities and training the armed forces of 33 of the 54 African countries, including Algeria, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Chad and Nigeria; the Special Forces have played a very important role in these tasks. The latter have grown exponentially: whereas in 2006 only 1 percent of the commandos sent abroad were deployed to Africa, in 2016 this percentage increased to 17.26 percent of all the United Nations’ special operations forces overseas, amounting to approximately 1,700 soldiers operating daily.78 US forces are also playing a significant role in areas such as the intelligence provided by fixed-wing aircraft and drones operating from bases located in Niger and Burkina Faso.79 The main task of the American forces is to destroy the jihadist groups and neutralise their leaders as opposed to reconstruction.


    



    Critical assessment of operation Barkhane


    



    But the most important role in fighting jihadist terrorism is currently being played by France in operation Barkhane. The operation began in August 2014 when the French armed forces reorganised operation Serval, their intervention in Mali in January 2013, merging it with another operation in Chad, called Épervier, which had begun 28 years earlier. The result was an antiterrorist mission consisting of an expeditionary force of 3,500 men,80 with its headquarters in Yamena but bases in Burkina Faso, Mauritania, Niger and Chad. Barkhane is based chiefly on an agreement between France and these Sahel countries to seek out, capture and destroy the terrorist elements operating in this extensive area allowing France to attack targets in it practically without restrictions.81


    Like many of their European partners, the French authorities believe that instability in the Sahel is the result of the existence of weak or fragile states incapable of controlling large expanses of their sovereign territory. This French vision is reflected in the French defence White Paper of 2013, which maintains that ungoverned spaces are safe havens for terrorist groups, criminal organisations and other destabilising elements.82 The problem is that, in the Sahel, the French have few military forces to cover a huge territory. The mission is therefore going to be increasingly difficult and they must be prepared to be around for many years.
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    Therefore, in operational terms, the results of French military efforts in the Sahel can so far be considered positive, if not decisive, given that Paris’s objective of keeping the terrorist problem below a manageable threshold does not appear to have been attained satisfactorily.83 Even so, there have been important military achievements in tactical actions  such as operation Ossau, carried out jointly in March 2016 by the French forces of Barkhane and those of Mali at the bend in the Niger River in coordination with the Nigerian forces on the other side of the border  which achieved considerable success in disbanding the terrorist groups and confiscating their arsenals.84


    Barkhane extends throughout the Sahel region, though its centre of gravity is in the Kidal region in northern Mali. The explanation is that after the Algiers accords of 2015 the French forces are the only ones that carry out military operations in this area, where terrorist groups like Ansar Dine have sought refuge and where MINUSMA forces do not operate.


    Nevertheless, the fact that the French forces are concentrated in the north does not mean that the rest of the country is calm. In the Timbuktu region in the centre of the country there are still jihadists who take advantage of the scant presence of Malian armed forces and MINUSMA blue helmets and of French Barkhane forces to carry out increasingly bold attacks.85 The most violent of them was perpetrated on 19 July near the Wagadou forest near the Mauritanian border  where the French forces do not operate  and killed at least 17 Malian soldiers.86 The fact that the French forces were incapable of providing air support to the Malian forces in this area indicates Barkhane’s limitations when it comes to coordinating military operations in such a large area. These attacks were repeated throughout 2016 with local successes for the terrorist groups; at the beginning of December MINUSMA’s offices in Gao in the north were destroyed by a truck bomb and a few days later, on Tuesday 6 December, five supposed Islamic militants succeeded in freeing 93 prisoners from a gaol in the city of Niono.87 The presence in this city of a large contingent of soldiers of the Malian army together with elements of the coordinating committee of Azawad movements as part of the joint patrols envisaged in the Algiers agreements appears to highlight, apart from France’s limitations, the difficulties posed by implementing these agreements and the sincerity of their signatories’ intentions.


    The importance of Mali should be understood in connection with the symbolic value the country holds for France, as it was a French colony for eight decades. It was in Mali where 4,000 French soldiers deployed in operation Serval achieved an important military success in 2013 in a unilateral military intervention when the inland city of Kona was occupied by an alliance of Islamist and Tuareg groups. The recovery of the cities which had been occupied by the Islamists during the previous months led to their expulsion towards the north, with significant losses.


    In July 2013, after Ibrahim Boubacar Keïta won the general elections with 78 percent of the vote, it began to be considered that the country was stabilised. A year later the French defence minister Jean-Yves Le Drian ended the mission, which was transformed into the current Barkhane focused on the wider Sahel region. Nevertheless, although the intervention can be considered a success, the fault lines are still there. The Tuareg rebels have resumed their clashes with the government troops and the Islamists are continuing with increasingly less isolated attacks on the French forces.


    The signing of the Algiers accords of 15 May 2015, which were ratified by the rebel groups on 20 June,88 opened a window of hope for a peaceful and lasting solution, though the process is proving to be slow and the path strewn with obstacles. The weakness of the state in the north is further exacerbated by the action of rebel armed groups, which appear to have made a comeback recently, as well as by the emergence of a number of groups in support of the Bamako government, which have retaliated against the rebels’ actions with armed attacks, hindering the implementation of the accords.


    The possibility of the Bamako government discretionarily establishing provisional authorities in the various regions of the country is viewed by the opponents of the agreements as tantamount to replacing the elected authorities compulsorily by others presumed to be related to the rebellion in the northern region. The result  which is certainly worrying  is that people have taken to the streets of the main cities of Mali, where the agreements have come up against growing opposition from various sectors of society.


    A consequence of the discontentment over the handling of the implementation of the agreements is that a substantial part of the population of the city of Gao, chiefly young people, decided to take to the streets on 12 July and confront the authorities. At least three demonstrators were killed and 30 were injured.89 These events indicate the difficulty the government is having regaining legitimacy and winning back the confidence of certain population sectors, who believe its attitude to be excessively accommodating towards the Tuareg groups who rose up against the state in 2012.


    This already complex social situation is further exacerbated by the increasingly hostile attitude of a sector of the Malian population of the north towards the French forces of Barkhane, who identify with the postulates of the Coordination of Azawad Movements (CMA), an alliance created in the summer of 2014 which brings together the main groups that oppose the Mali government.90


    The French operation has triggered a significant reaction, with demonstrations such as those staged in Kidal in April, in which several people were killed.91 The French military authorities’ attempts in September 2016 to force the inhabitants of Ber  a village east of Timbuktu held to be a strategic transit point for traffickers and a very important logistic base for the former rebels of the CMA who have been controlling it for two years  to be subjected to the authority of Bamaku has led the French army to be perceived as a threat and as a player that is too committed to the Bamako authorities.92


    The French hold a very different view. The French military authorities appear to have come to the conclusion that there is too much porosity between the armed groups that signed the Algiers peace accord and oppose the Bamako government  chiefly the High Council for Unity of Azawad (HCUA), a movement directed by former deputies of Iyad Ag Ghali, the leader of Ansar Dine, with which they have in fact not broken off relations  and the jihadist groups they are combating. The fact is that France has toughened its stance recently, particularly since the death of three soldiers in April when a mine exploded. Since then the French forces of Barkhane have increased their pressure on the armed groups, and have progressively improved their relations with the Malian army, albeit remaining deeply wary of its military capabilities and operational efficiency.


    Significant operational errors have also undermined their credibility in the eyes of the population in northern Mali, as occurred in the operation carried out in the northern region of Menaka93 in April resulting in 12 deaths against elements described as «terrorists», though they were in fact members of the Algiers Platform, a movement allied with Bamako which brings together the Imghad and Allies Tuareg Self-Defence Group (GATIA) and a faction of the Azawad Movement (MAA). It is difficult to discern who is right because the boundary between the terrorist groups and those that support the Malian government is extremely vague and the truth could lie on both sides. The scenario envisaged by the local and international authorities has not materialised, as the Islamist militants, increasingly fragmented and mistrustful of the intentions of the United Nations force, are venturing further southwards with their attacks.


    The errors of the French intervention are not limited to Mali, but extend to other countries of the region such as Chad, a former colony where for many years the French forces were essential to maintaining the regime of President Idriss Déby, who came to power in 1990. The consensus among the French authorities is that their presence in Chad has contributed to building the state and its armed forces, to the extent that today they can be regarded as among the most capable in the region. In fact, this viewpoint is excessively optimistic, and save for the presidential guard consisting of members of the president’s own ethnic group and accused of serious human rights violations, the operational capacity of the rest of Chad’s armed forces is highly deficient.94


    The historical reparation of the grievances of communities like the Tama, who live in the east of the country, poverty, isolationism and endemic rebelliousness among the Toubou in the northwest and the political divides among the Zaghawa, who are one of the president’s main sources of support, indicate that the country’s stability is not guaranteed and the possibility of a new civil war cannot be ruled out; if it were to break out it would be a serious setback for operation Barkhane, which has its headquarters in Yamena, and one of the main support bases from which the French forces monitor the situation in the Fezzan in southwest Libya in Madama, in the north.


    Therefore President Hollande’s prudent statements made during the 14 July celebrations seem appropriate: «As the actions undertaken are bearing fruit, Serval can be considered a success; Barkhane, its successor, is continuing to put pressure on the armed groups and to facilitate  and this is a delicate task  the process of reconciliation between Malians.»95 It remains to be seen whether the result of this operation will be as favourable as that of Serval. It is more realistic to think that Barkhane will end up turning into a mission impossible for France.


    



    Conclusions


    



    Four years on from the deployment of the first French soldiers in Mali, the situation has slowly changed, ceasing to be a local conflict and taking on a regional dimension. The Sahel has become an area where, more than of peace, it is more fitting to speak of «war by another name». This is due to the difficulty encountered by the regional governments and the international United Nations and French Berkhane forces in their efforts to stabilise a region where jihadist groups and criminal organisations continue to enjoy considerable freedom of action.


    In this connection, during 2016 the Sahel was an extraordinarily complex region where the extremist organisations interacted in varying degrees and ways with criminal organisations, ethnic militias, armed groups and government authorities, creating an environment of insecurity that is making it difficult for governments to control their territory, and also facilitating the spread of jihadism and armed insurgency.


    To this situation should be added the trends in international jihadism that are starting to emerge and will mark the efforts to combat the radicalisation of the Sahel over the coming years now that Iraq, Syria and Libya are becoming increasingly hostile to terrorist groups, chiefly Daesh.


    The first detectable trend is that, as pressure on the existing groups grows and their capabilities dwindle, they are forming new alliances in pursuit of operational synergies. It is possible, and particularly worrying, that these groups may reorganise themselves and infiltrate the social structures, especially in sectors that feel discriminated against by their governments, to capitalise on their grievances. They would aim to create new networks to spread their message and rebuild their structures, which have been seriously damaged by the recent clashes.


    Another trend deriving from the military fiascos of the jihadist organisations and their leaders’ loss of prestige is the broadening of the scope of action of their activities in an attempt to carry out actions of a strategic nature. This amounts to operating outside the Sahel region given their growing difficulty of finding and acting against worthwhile targets  by which we mean those with international repercussions. Their preference in the region would be for spectacular attacks, especially in urban environments, which will become a priority  if they want to continue to be considered significant organisations  as their control over territory lessens or weakens.


    A third trend stems from an intensification of relations between local jihadist franchises and their international parent organisations. Through closer ties and loyalties, the former seek to gain greater military and logistic support that will enable them to survive in increasingly hostile operational environments, while the latter will resort to their franchises as sources of possible recruits, safe havens and places for training their combatants and as a means of demonstrating they are still global in scope.


    A fourth tendency is the possibility that the Sahel  perhaps together with Afghanistan  could become the only geographical area where the jihadist groups still enjoy considerable freedom of movement and operational capabilities. Eventual defeats in Libya, Syria and Iraq are making these countries increasingly more unlikely to be used by the jihadists, and the survivors are therefore being forced to seek refuge in the few areas where their safety and survival are still assured.


    A fifth and last tendency is the prevalence of al-Qaeda over Daesh in the universe of jihadist narrative. Daesh is the terrorist organisation whose ranks have been hardest hit by the conflicts in the Middle East and Libya. As a result, the various groups which had deserted from al-Qaeda to join Daesh have been progressively returning to the initial discipline of an al-Qaeda that seems to have emerged victorious from the dispute for leadership of the jihadist movement waged over the past two years. After all, al-Qaeda has been around much longer than Daesh in the Sahel and al-Qaeda will remain there after Daesh has departed or disappeared altogether as a terrorist organisation.


    Although the situation of jihadist terrorism seems to have improved in the past year, the endemic problems that underlie and fuel the phenomenon of radicalism in the Sahel have not improved to the same extent and the problem therefore remains. It will take more than police and military action to solve it. It is necessary to find a response to the basic challenges of the region, a process that entails re-establishing and reinforcing the presence of the state in infra-administered regions in the economic, administrative and security fields, facilitating the development of the population both individually and as a whole.


    It is therefore necessary to strengthen the political, social and economic capabilities of the Sahel governments to enable them to combat religious and identity-based extremism, while pressing ahead with security-sector reforms. It is also necessary to promote good governance, internal and external political dialogue and a negotiated solution to the conflicts, setting up inter-community mechanisms and building bridges for dialogue between the various ethnic or religious groups in order to combat radicalisation, extremism and the use of violence in the Sahel.


    At the same time, in order for the Sahel countries to succeed in exercising their sovereignty, the international community must continue with its technical cooperation efforts by training the region’s armies along the lines followed in recent years by the European Union’s training missions  not to replace them but to improve their technical grounding and operational capabilities so that these armies are capable of guaranteeing the control of their territory and the destruction of the terrorist groups operating in them.


    Lastly, it is necessary to step up military cooperation and the exchange of intelligence between the countries of the Sahel in order to eradicate the criminal and terrorist groups that operate in the region, even if this requires greater long-term commitment.


    All in all, the idea is to design a collaborative response strategy that attaches greater importance to common interests and aims and involves all the stakeholders who are present or have interests in the region. The ultimate aim should be to defeat jihadism and make the Sahel a region that is hostile to the development of these groups’ criminal activities, preventing defeated terrorists fleeing from the conflicts in Iraq, Libya and Syria from seeking a new haven in this vast region in turmoil. Achieving it will require greater regional and international commitment and the adoption of a coherent, reasonable and sustained approach that allows the Sahel to develop into a region that is stable enough to be managed by its own governments and secure enough not to become an endemic threat for local governments and those of the neighbouring regions. It is neither an easy nor a short-term task, but an effort must be made to solve this complex problem of security and development in a regional so close and critically important to Europe and Spain.
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    Latin America and the Caribbean are an extremely volatile area that is shaped above all by certain events. Although it is very difficult to predict the outlook for the region, recent developments point to some of its defining characteristics. This chapter stresses the current state of the integration schemes under way and what lies ahead in the near future, as well as the «political changes» and instability witnessed in some major countries such as Venezuela, Argentina and Brazil. Some of the regional conflicts are slowly being solved, albeit with difficulties, especially relations between Cuba and United States, which have an impact on the whole of Latin America and the Caribbean; the Colombian conflict, which has far-reaching implications; and, as an example of a territorial quarrel, the dispute between Chile and Bolivia over access to the sea. All this and much more makes for a Latin American landscape characterised by unknown factors and, above all, fragmentation.
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    Introduction


    



    The situation of Latin America and the Caribbean is increasingly complex and a string of recent events has exacerbated the confusion and uncertainty. Providing a substantial definition of an area that encompasses all the countries that make up Latin America and the Caribbean is no easy task. Fragmentation is a constant feature of policies and objectives and is giving rise to a host of micro-spaces for cooperation and integration as well as to many components of relations between Latin Americans that overlap in very different and unstable frameworks. The essential feature of the regional reality is, without a doubt, indecisiveness in the relations that are being built and it is causing the term «Latin America» to lose its substance and effectiveness in international relations.


    External factors greatly influence relations in Latin America and the Caribbean, but they are insufficient to explain the whole Latin American reality. The policy pursued by the Obama administration has established very specific characteristics for the future of many countries in the region. Nevertheless, the emergence of a new administration, that of Donald Trump, points to changes in the policies the United States had pursued in much of Latin America and the Caribbean, particularly in nerve centres like Cuba, Colombia, Brazil, Argentina and Venezuela. Although it is too soon to solve the enigmas regarding the new administration’s relations with the main players in the region, it is evident that the United States’ leading role in this part of the world cannot be based on past criteria. The United States’ traditional policy in Latin America has proven to be a failure and only a new perspective, closer to the approach of the Obama administration, could lead to closer relations and bring the region’s interests into line with those of the United States.2


    Further afield, both Russia and China are determined to leave their mark on Latin America and shape the region’s future on the basis of very specific political and economic terms and conditions. This means that other players which had a very limited role in the past are gradually becoming more intensely involved in the region. In China’s case, as has been stated, «Latin America and the Caribbean are part of China’s global strategy of dealings through a complex interrelationship that in essence stems almost entirely from its own interests, even in shared concerns such as seeking to shape a multipolar (more participatory and democratic) world or the supposed virtuous circle established in economic relations (trade and investment)».3 As for Russia, V. Sheykina aptly states that «Latin America is going to enjoy great significance in the broadened scope of Russia’s international activity and the consolidation of its world power status. In addition, cooperation with the Latin American countries can, in a sense, compensate for Russia’s weak positions in other areas of foreign policy».4 Whatever the case, what matters is that many Latin American states welcome the presence of China and Russia in the region and are willing to intensify relations with these countries.


    Despite suffering from considerable fatigue in recent times, the European Union is holding on to its position and defending its interests in Latin America. These efforts could be stepped up depending on the direction the «new» American policy takes. The European Union and its member states’ agreements with Peru and Colombia5 are proof that the European Union remains determined to play a prominent role in Latin America. To this should be added the recent agreement signed with Cuba in December 2016, which not only puts an end to the Common Position of 1996 which caused so many «headaches» in relations but above all normalises what are essential relations for the European Union in both economic and trade terms.


    Nevertheless, even if Latin America is feeling the influence of the foreign polices of other states and extra-regional blocs, the shaping of the Latin American and Caribbean space ultimately depends on the conduct adopted by the countries in the region. If they last, the very noticeable recent changes will result in a situation very different to that established following the triumph of Hugo Chávez in Venezuela in 1999, which has conditioned much of the internal and external policies of Latin America and Caribbean for nearly 20 years. In other words, the Latin America reality is being built on transformations that are pointing to «a change of cycle» or, at least, new cooperation and relationship structures in the region.6


    This chapter examines some of the focal points that provide a clear insight into the true configuration of the region, what lies ahead and emerging and waning regional trends, centring specifically on the following areas:


    Firstly, it is essential to reflect on the progress, setbacks and standstills that the «integration phenomenon» is experiencing in the Americas as a whole and in Latin America and the Caribbean in particular. Above and beyond the rhetoric  and there is plenty of it  the continent is focused on integration efforts and the only means of combating inequality and achieving well-being is to devise and implement effective integration schemes. The countries in the region are fully conscious of this and agree on the need to find a way out of labyrinth in which these efforts are currently trapped.


    Secondly, it is appropriate to examine in detail the main political changes that have taken place recently in some Latin American countries, as they are going to influence the region’s future significantly. The triumph of Mauricio Macri in Argentina and the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff in Brazil are events of far-reaching significance that will mark the direction in which Latin America will head. But political instability in Venezuela is one of the most significant components of what could be in store on the political front and in other areas to which its influence will extend.


    Lastly, there are a few changes that affect the very essence of the Latin American and Caribbean reality and their materialisation will provide a more or less permanent framework for the relations that are finally established in the region. The end of the Colombian conflict  at least with respect to the FARC7  underlines the region’s ability to deal with very thorny issues. Similarly, the beginning of the end of the conflict between Cuba and the United States brings many elements of stability and opens up new prospects for the region as a whole, as the conflict was «poisoning» peaceful relations on the continent. Similarly, the keys and proposed solutions to the historic dispute between Bolivia and Chile over access to the sea, although it will be some time before it ends, illustrate the standard used in Latin America and the Caribbean to settle territorial quarrels which, although abundant, have fortunately not given rise to wars except for in 1982 when Argentina attempted to put an end to Britain’s military occupation of the Falkland Islands.


    Latin America essentially appears to be a very vague region that must be studied with highly changeable and uncertain parameters. It is not easy to make predictions, let alone take for granted that the changes begun recently will be completed. The conclusions of this chapter are therefore highly provisional and subject to the very uncertainty that characterises Latin America and the Caribbean in the twenty-first century.


    



    Outlook for integration in Latin America and the Caribbean: The simplification that never happens



    



    The situation of Latin American and Caribbean integration is increasingly complex. The natural tendency to simply and outline the various integration schemes has turned into quite the opposite. Latin America is currently undergoing a period characterised by the «mass» proliferation of integration schemes and by failure to sufficiently define the significance, scope and content of the existing processes. This is an important point to stress because true integration can only be achieved if states commit to ceding sovereignty to the integration schemes  something that seems difficult when the same state is involved simultaneously in several integration processes and when there does not appear to be firm political will to commit to a particular project. The factors that are hindering integration in the Americas as a whole have been present since the middle of the last century and little progress has been made in mustering the political will required to establish integration schemes that involve a considerable loss of state powers.


    The recent political and economic changes taking place across the continent are logically adding further ingredients of uncertainty but, above all, they clearly show that in this region the effects of political changes, which are more abrupt, are strongly felt in integration schemes.8 Indeed, the latest political developments in Argentina and Brazil, which we will examine in due course, are ushering in very different situations in the field of integration compared to those of the start of the century. But the situation in Venezuela also influences integration in the region considerably.


    The state of integration in the Americas, and specifically in the Latin American and Caribbean states, can be examined bearing in mind a number of decisive aspects:


    First, it is evident that efforts to integrate the two hemispheres, begun in the mid-1990s and spearheaded by the United States, are at a definitive standstill. The possibility of creating a free trade area through a multilateral treaty has been ruled out and there is no sign of any political will to revive and revitalise this type of integration. Hemispheric integration had thus been ruled out for a long time and would involve changing not only the agreed names (ALCA-FTAA Free Trade Area of the Americas) but also the substance of integration efforts of this kind. The FTAA as an integration scheme is «dead», or rather, it never came to be considered as a hemispheric integration process. The Latin American countries forgot about this integration possibility some time ago and therefore hemispheric integration is currently not possible. It is not even clear whether the countries are willing to lay the foundations for this type of integration in the near future. This has led to the signing of bilateral free trade agreements and what we might call «fragmented integration».


    Other broader integration schemes encompassing the continent as a whole and aimed at competing with and hindering the development of the FTAA are also showing signs of fatigue and decline. Although these schemes are inspired by other reasons, their achievements have been paltry, and we are even witnessing a decline in initiatives of this type. Specifically this applies to both ALBA (Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America) and CELAC (Community of Latin American and Caribbean States). In the case of the former, the «political change» in some countries of the region has greatly weakened the aims of this alternative alliance but, above all, Venezuela’s smaller role in Latin America and the «new direction» Cuba’s foreign policy has taken are undermining this initiative. With respect to the second, CELAC’s very makeup does not allow it to envisage progress towards integration in the strict sense of the word. CELAC is no doubt a markedly political initiative that acts in the framework of cooperation. Perhaps its greatest effectiveness lies in the fact that it is the forum for relations between all the Latin American and Caribbean states and the European Union. The European Union-CELAC ministerial meeting, which adopted the «Santo Domingo Declaration» in October 2016, once again reflects this situation but there have been no significant novelties in the relationship between the two blocs. All that can be highlighted is the reiterated statement that CELAC and the European Union represent a bi-regional partnership in which economic and political links should be promoted.9


    Secondly, we find more achievements in the schemes for regional integration. It is necessary to underline the progress made by the Pacific Alliance, which, as we know, has taken shape as a predominantly economic and trade framework.10 Now that the free trade area has been established with the entry into force of the Additional Protocol to the Framework Agreement, it must now continue with «deep integration progressively and continuously», as was recently stated in the Puerto Varas Declaration issued in Chile in 2016. Sooner or later the Pacific Alliance should embark on institutional integration and equip itself with mechanisms that lead to the shaping of a proper integration scheme without hindering the progress made in the financial, trade and economic sectors. The achievements of this integration scheme in the short time it has been functioning are quite impressive. However, careful thought needs to be given to two issues that will determine the future of the Pacific Alliance.


    It will be necessary to assess thoroughly which new states ought to join this integration project. The partnership with Canada highlights this country’s interest in taking part in the Alliance and the current members’ willingness to take in more partners. However, the alliance would lose any Latin American character it previously had and would advocate and give impetus to a unique type of regional integration. It is also advisable to define the Pacific Alliance’s relationship framework with other integration processes underway on the American continent. The development of the Alliance may at least have a decisive influence on the future of the Andean Community (CAN) and on the shaping of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). As if that were not enough, the Alliance must lay the foundations for its necessary relationship with other processes such as the Union of South American Nations (Unasur) and the Common Market of the South (Mercosur). It is thus necessary to tweak the «integration schemes».11


    Further afield, in the regional framework, we have witnessed a certain standstill in the initiatives carried out by Unasur since its formal establishment in 2008, largely as a result of the political and economic crisis in Brazil, as the leader of this integration scheme. Certainly, we should not neglect the progress being made in the fields of infrastructure and connectivity, as well as in the defence sector, but it has been clear for some time that Unasur has yet to address economic integration. The safest route would be to put in place the systems of the Andean Community and Mercosur and, now, the Pacific Alliance.12 It was rightly pointed out some time ago that «we know that convergence between countries and the subregional integration blocs will play an important role in building South America».13 Indeed, intense cooperation towards physical integration as well as in energy and defence matters and in the field of political agreement will necessarily require a framework in which economic integration eventually becomes part of Unasur’s tasks.


    Finally, the situation of the subregional agreements is more unequal. Some time ago the Andean Community slid into a «structural crisis» and is heading irremediably towards insignificance. Mercosur has yet to find its place in the space in which it operates. At any rate, the recent crisis over Venezuela’s role in the organisation has shown that it is going to be very difficult to reach an agreement in this integration scheme.14 We should not forget that these subregional agreements, together with the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) and the Central American Integration System (SICA), are the projects that had made the most headway towards economic integration, achieving an imperfect customs union. Nevertheless, none of these agreements has made much progress in recent years.


    However, we must pay close attention to developments within Mercosur, as the decisions that are adopted will have significant influence on Latin American integration as a whole. As Isidro Sepúlveda stated in last year’s Strategic Panorama, «in Mercosur the crisis stems from a significant change of strategic definition». This author warned that «the ideological swing of the Argentine government, the fall of the Chavista regime and Venezuela’s institutional instability, the structural problems of the Brazilian economy and the impeachment of President Rousseff, together with plummeting export revenues  especially from oil  are heralding an era of deep changes in the South American economic organisation».15


    In short, it cannot be stressed enough that integration in Latin America and the Caribbean needs to be simplified and that true integration will not be possible in an environment where integration schemes proliferate. As was stated some time ago, «integration continues to be an aspiration of the peoples of Latin America and the Caribbean and a legitimate project with political implications» but all the efforts will be to no avail unless it is decided as soon as possible to clarify the political, economic and institutional framework with which the region needs to equip itself.


    



    The most significant political changes in Latin America


    



    The Latin American reality can be gauged chiefly through the political situation that prevails in the region. The trend that began at the start of the century, when left-wing governments were prevalent, has partly been reversed in recent years by the emergence of liberal governments, and this is going to bring substantial changes for at least three reasons.


    Firstly, because these changes affect Latin American countries that play a crucial role in shaping the Latin American reality, and we will therefore focus on recent developments in Venezuela, Argentina and Brazil. Secondly, because the political changes influence significantly the economic design that is going to prevail in these countries and in the region as a whole. And lastly, because the political transformations we are witnessing have very direct repercussions on the integration schemes and alliances forged on the continent.


    Latin American practice has clearly shown that it is not easy to separate the region’s future from political stances and that, therefore, political changes do not guarantee continuity in economic matters or lasting cooperation and integration relations. In other words, every political change that takes place in Latin America goes hand in hand with notable changes that hinder stability in the region in all fields. As pointed out, it is «a region in constant movement» and therefore, if we survey what has been occurring since the start of the century, it is true that «the region has undergone countless changes with respect to new governments, new economic policies and new spaces of economic and political organisation between its countries that were unthinkable at the end of the nineteenth century».16 Changes that are occurring in a different direction also deserve to be briefly analysed.


    



    Political instability in Venezuela


    



    Developments in Venezuela illustrate some of the components of what is changing and what remains the same in Latin America. Venezuela embodies both the virtues and the defects of a good many Latin American countries. It has significant natural resources such as oil, and structural problems that make it difficult to consolidate democracy, stability, progress and citizens’ well-being. Corruption, social inequalities, populism and lack of public safety are some of the main problems which have evidently worsened in recent years and are greatly complicating the country’s current economic, political and social situation as well as affecting intra-regional relations.


    As is known, the advent to power of Hugo Chávez in Venezuela in 1998 marked the start of what was known the «Bolivarian Revolution» which entailed, among many other things, a total overhaul of the country’s political and economic systems. During his 13 years in power, President Chávez carried out an agricultural reform and changed the oil industry. However, halfway through 2008, the country was hard hit by the global financial crisis when the price of crude oil slumped by 70 percent. This fall in the price of oil, which came to account for 96 percent of the country’s export earnings, dealt a hard financial blow to Venezuela because the government ceased to receive substantial revenues from oil sales  revenues that enabled it to pay for its imports comfortably.17 All this has exerted decisive influence on the current situation of political and economic instability in the country.


    During his long term in office, Hugo Chávez faced highly challenging domestic situations such as the referendum of 2004, from which he emerged victorious and with strengthened popularity. He encouraged Venezuela to withdraw from some integration processes and join others  for example, it left the Andean Community and joined Mercosur  and played a decisive role in creating various integration schemes such as ALBA. At this point Chávez sought above all to modify the «political landscape» and present a process that provided a counterpoint to the US-promoted FTAA and helped consolidate the «Bolivarian Revolution».18 Hemispheric relations during Chávez’s terms in office were conditioned by tension between Venezuela and the United States. This tension mounted in particular when the US president, George Bush, declared that Venezuela was part of the «axis of evil» in his war on terrorism. Even so, economic relations have never been broken off and the United States continues to be one of the country’s main trading partners.19


    The Venezuelan leader died in March 2013 following a long illness. The presidential elections held the following month resulted in a tight victory for his successor, Nicolás Maduro, over his rival Henrique Capriles. Since then political and economic instability has not ceased to grow, with unforeseen consequences. According to the International Monetary Fund, 2016 ended with soaring inflation (475 percent, the highest rate in the world), and a 10 percent decrease in GDP in an international context in which the price of oil is still dropping.20 Indeed, at the end of 2015, the price of oil stood at 38 dollars per barrel and in the accounts submitted by the Venezuelan president to calculate his revenues in the 2017 budget the price per barrel was 30 dollars.21 But the important point is that Hugo Chávez’s death is going to have very significant consequences not only in Venezuela but in the whole region, as it will weaken the ties that had been progressively woven to shape a «new» vision of Latin America and the Caribbean, from a political and also economic and integration perspective.


    In recent years the overall deterioration in the living conditions of the Venezuelan people, their impoverishment and consequent shortage of staple foods and medicines that affects most of the population and the growing weakness of the health and education services22 have triggered many attempts at destabilisation and violent street revolts that have caused dozens of deaths and injuries.23 Today the capital, Caracas, tops the ranking of the most unsafe cities in the world, with a murder rate higher even than those of the formerly most dangerous San Pedro Sula in Honduras and Ciudad Juárez in Mexico.24 In fact, violence is the country’s other main problem. According to the Venezuelan Violence Observatory (OVV), the murder rate has not ceased to rise since 2013, attaining the historic figure of 90 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in 2015. This figure makes Venezuela the most violent country in the continent and contrasts with the general trend in the region towards stability and fewer homicides.25 As a result the population in general is deeply frustrated.


    In an increasingly turbulent social climate, Maduro’s government, far from being self-critical, blames the opposition for the situation, whereas the opposition holds the government’s dire management of the economy to be the sole cause of all the ills from which the country is suffering. Political stances in the country are at odds with each other and this is creating significant instability. According to analysts, however, the steady drop in the price of oil and the failure of the model of a state-controlled economy are the main reasons why Venezuela has gone from oil prosperity to economic emergency.


    If this were not enough, parliamentary elections were held in Venezuela in this political and social context on 6 December 2015, and Nicolás Maduro’s government suffered a crushing defeat. The opposition, with a parliamentary majority, thus managed to put an end to 16 years of Chavista majority in the unicameral National Assembly. Since then the parliament has been dominated by opposition to President Maduro. This situation has complicated the coexistence between the legislative and executive powers. There have been constant conflicts between the two because the opposition, which has the capacity to pass laws, has attempted to push through a constitutional amendment to shorten Maduro’s term and has pressed for an amnesty for political prisoners, as well as attempting to modify the power structures in place for nearly two decades.26 In the middle of these two political forces is the army, a political player which currently supports President Maduro. In fact, in a communiqué the armed forces rejected the «systematic campaign, orchestrated from abroad, which consists in discrediting and provoking».27


    The new phase in Venezuelan political life has not succeeded in stabilising the situation in a country diagnosed as being in a critical economic state and with growing insecurity. In addition, the institutional conflict is reflected in the streets in demonstrations, with varying degrees of violence, for and against Maduro’s government. As a result, Venezuela is becoming ungovernable.28 Political and institutional instability has set in and this is going to have repercussions in the region as a whole.


    During this time, the opposition has attempted to set in motion the «recall referendum» envisaged in the Venezuelan constitution in order to remove the president from office before his term ends in 2019. May 2016 saw a new clash over the attempt to call such a referendum. However, «the government has stated that it will not be possible to hold it owing to procedural errors and failure to meet deadlines».29 In October the Venezuelan electoral committee suspended the opposition’s campaign to hold the referendum.


    Therefore, the 17 years of «Bolivarian Revolution» and the current political quarrel with the opposition have made Venezuela a country that is veering dangerously towards being considered a state «in a situation of exception and emergency» on account of its grave crisis and high murder rate.30 Added to this is the crisis in the supply of staple goods, for which people are finding themselves forced to queue all over the country, and inflation  the two problems which are affecting the most vulnerable sectors of the population in particular. It should not be forgotten that Venezuela, as has been stated, imports between «70 and 80 percent of foods from abroad, chiefly Colombia, though increasingly from Brazil since joining Mercosur».31


    In order to address the political crisis in the country, which stems largely from the clash between Maduro’s government and the opposition (leaders of the Democratic Unity Roundtable coalition, MUD, and other parties), talks were established between them with the international mediation of the Vatican32 and the former presidents Leonel Fernández, of the Dominican Republic; Martín Torrijos, of Panama; and José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, of Spain.33 On 30 October 2016 President Maduro met representatives of the Democratic Unity Roundtable and other opposition parties, including its secretary Jesús Torrealba, to explore the possibility of dialogue. Even the Holy See has been involved in the process. However, the various meetings held to date have not been very fruitful.


    The lack of results achieved by the negotiations and the dissatisfaction of both parties has triggered a crisis in the political process and only time will tell if they are prepared to resume it.34 The talks have come to a standstill. The parties blame each other for not committing to an agreement that favours political stability in the country and for failing to comply with the minor progress they do make. In this context of political impasse, despite the presence of the Vatican and three former Latin American presidents seeking a consensus between the two sides, and with a divided opposition, everything indicates that it will very difficult to reach an agreement. Let us not forget that the alliance of opposition parties such as Democratic Action (AD), Justice First (PJ), Popular Will (VP)35 and A New Time (UNT) has not shown unity but quite the opposite  significant differences on the issues to be addressed as part of this process.


    From this perspective, some of the consequences of Venezuela’s political instability and the deep economic crisis are going to be felt in the field of foreign policy and the situation of the alliances that had been progressively forged in recent years.


    The current uncertainty, as pointed out in the previous section, has been further exacerbated by Mercosur’s decision to «suspend» Venezuela.36 The other four member states of this integration scheme considered that the deadline granted to Venezuela for adopting the bloc’s rules expired on 1 December 2016. The decision means that the Caribbean country has been suspended from its rights as a full member of Mercosur, that is, it has lost the right to vote but not its voice, and it cannot hold the rotating presidency. Maduro complained that his country had been «hounded» by the rest of the bloc’s partners.


    However, if all the effects of the suspension become final, the measure will highlight even more the solitude of the Venezuelan government in the regional context closest to Venezuela. That is, the measure also shows that the political shift a few of the Mercosur members have experienced, such as Argentina, with the arrival in power of President Mauricio Macri, and Brazil, with the advent of Michel Temer, aims to isolate the current Venezuelan government in the region, embodying the underlying wish not to encourage the presence of Venezuela in this integration agreement. In fact, the two new presidents are criticising Maduro’s government for the deterioration of democracy and lack of respect for human rights in the country. Bilateral relations between Venezuela and Argentina, and between Venezuela and Brazil, are at their lowest ebb for decades. But it is especially significant to note that Venezuela has lost the importance it previously enjoyed in the region, and that this is affecting the shaping of relations in Latin America and the Caribbean as a whole and its participation in certain integration schemes.


    Venezuela’s political and economic situation is preventing the Venezuelan government from developing the components of the foreign policy it had been pursuing for years. As a result, the integration schemes in which Venezuela acquired a prominent role are growing weaker. The indecisiveness and paltry progress of Unasur are also due to this reason and not only to the weakening and political and economic fragility of Brazil. In fact, the ability to reach political agreement that the South American bloc had been displaying has been undermined by the unstable situation in Venezuela. Similarly, CELAC has lost its initial impetus and is ceasing to hold the appeal it formerly enjoyed as a framework for cooperation and integration opposed to the OAS and as a strictly Latin American and Caribbean space that expressed the essence of pan-Americanism without the presence of the United States and Canada. It goes without saying that the definitive shaping of the ALBA has suffered the effects of the situation in Venezuela and has lost some of the momentum and ideological influence that used to characterise this integration scheme.


    Lastly, the situation of Venezuela’s government seems unsustainable both internally and externally, as its most influential regional neighbours are turning their backs on it to an extent, heightening its isolation and making it more difficult to remain in power. Similarly, nor does it seem that Donald Trump’s victory in the 8 November 2016 elections is going to help Maduro’s government, even though the Venezuelan foreign ministry declared in a communiqué on learning of the Republican candidate’s win that it hoped to «establish new bilateral relations based on non-intervention and respect for the sovereignty of nations».37


    In short, the political and economic situation in Venezuela requires new leaders who are willing to alleviate the country’s grave economic crisis, which, as stated earlier, has been further exacerbated by the slump in oil revenues and is the cause of the shortage of food and medicines. Post-Chavista Venezuela needs a change of leader, though this is difficult to predict as things currently stand because both Nicolás Maduro and the outgoing president of the National Assembly, Diosdado Cabello, are clinging on to power.38 Regardless of the host of interpretations, the fact is that Venezuela is politically unstable and gripped by an economic crisis that is causing it to lose the influence and importance it enjoyed as a leading player in Latin American relations at the start of the twenty-first century. Sooner or later developments will give a clearer idea of its position and ability to influence the region.


    



    New influences in Brazil and Argentina. Political changes in a context of economic recession


    



    The two «biggest» South American countries in nearly all aspects, Brazil and Argentina, have followed the regional trend towards alternation in power  a trend that has marked the end of a «political cycle».39 Specifically in Argentina, one of the largest economies in Latin America, Mauricio Macri was elected as president in December 2015, putting an end to nearly 15 years of «Kirchnerism». In Brazil, the government led by the Workers’ Party, which had a close win in the presidential elections of 2014, put Dilma Rousseff against the ropes and in August 2016 Michel Temer of the Brazilian Democratic Movement Party (PMDB) became president.


    i) The political change that has taken place in Argentina will have far-reaching consequences for Latin America. As is known, in 2015 Argentina was in the grip of economic recession. Inflation (25 percent), unemployment, debt and the informal economy rose substantially, leading to the deterioration of public services such as health, education and transport. There are other lingering structural problems and deep social and political decay. It could be said that some of the problems that are most bothering Latin Americans are evident in Argentina, such as corruption and citizen insecurity. The crime rate has risen substantially over the past years.40


    Against this backdrop of economic turmoil, Macri won the second round of the elections in December 2015 and became president, bringing about a significant change in Argentina’s economic policy and political stance towards the region. Since then, the new Argentine administration has implemented reforms with the goal of reactivating sustainable growth with social inclusion and incorporating the country into the global economy. Precisely with this aim in mind, the Central Bank of Argentina eliminated capital control as a means of encouraging investments at a time of fears about overvaluation of the national currency. No doubt, the key reforms include «unifying the exchange rate, agreements with international creditors, modernising the import system, slowing down inflation and reforming the system of national statistics.»41 The decisions adopted to date by Macri’s government indicate a firm wish to steer the country towards reforms that boost trade by strengthening the country’s exports and reintegrating it into the global capital market, but they are coming up against considerable social criticism. At any rate, he is following a path very different to that chosen by previous governments.


    On the international front, since Macri came to power Argentina has given fresh impetus to its foreign policy and has confirmed it will hold the presidency of the G-20 in 2018, as well as expressing its intention to join the OECD and, more importantly for us, it has taken on the role of observer in the Pacific Alliance. It is evident that Macri’s government is attempting to improve the country’s economic situation and Argentina’s position in the regional and international context because, among other reasons stated above, legislative elections are due to be held in 2017. In an interview given to the daily newspaper Clarín after completing a year in power, the president stated he was convinced of winning: «We are going to win the election because Argentinians are going to say that they went to continue in this direction.»42 However, surveys point to social discontent, as more than 40 percent of those polled reckon that Macri has delivered «nothing» of what he promised.43 On top of this, the country is in a delicate social situation: tension between trade unions and government are evident as a result of rising unemployment (from 7 percent in 2015 to 8.4 percent in 2016) and slowed economic growth (from 2.4 percent in 2015 to −2 percent in 2016). In addition, poverty levels continue to be very high and malnutrition remains a problem.44


    But it is interesting to stress that the new Argentine government has adopted very different stances towards Latin American reality and essentially advocates a political and economic framework that is unrelated to the positions of previous governments. Political change in Argentina has direct repercussions on the configuration of Latin America and has given rise to an important question: what role will the country play in the new regional balance?


    ii) Brazil, practically since gaining its independence, has been the major regional power in South America.45 Indeed, for decades the Brazilian elites remained convinced of the important international role their country should rightfully play. Certainly, its size, population and resources situate it among the five largest countries in the world. However, owing to both internal and external factors these expectations have been dashed: Brazil was «the country of the future» but without international influence in the «present».46


    Nevertheless, the country is currently rated as the ninth strongest economy in the world. The effort to open up to private enterprise and foreign investment  the political centrepiece of the governments of Henrique Cardoso (1995-2003)  continued and strengthened by subsequent governments, made Brazil a reliable country and following the crisis of 1999 its economy grew steadily for almost a decade until running into difficulties as a result of the collapse of the international financial system. The pragmatic President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva’s «Letter to the Brazilian People» of 2002, which promised to honour contracts and obligations with international financial institutions, was a major spur for development.47


    Dilma Rousseff, who won the elections in October 2010 and subsequently in 2014, continued the economic policy of her mentor, Lula, and the country became a more equitable place. Indeed, the policies of presidents Lula and Rousseff led to a reduction in poverty and taxes and better macroeconomic and microeconomic indicators. During this period Brazil achieved significant progress in social matters: the middle class, whose belief in Brazilian society was restored, came to account for 54 percent of the population.48 In addition, during Rousseff’s presidency the country chalked up two world-level «soft power» achievements: hosting the World Cup in 2014 and the Olympic Games in 2016 (Rio de Janeiro). With the latter Brazil enjoyed the honour of being the first country in South America to organise these games. Another significant achievement was becoming the most industrialised and diversified economy in the southern hemisphere.49


    However, after a decade of steady growth, in 2015 economic pessimism took hold and the spectre of recession loomed. The effects of Brazil’s economic slowdown, recorded two years earlier, began to take their toll, sparking the discount of the middle class. Indeed, during that year Brazil’s economy recorded the worst figure of the past two decades, 3.8 percent. As a result, economic crisis and corruption largely marked the presidency of Dilma Rousseff, who was re-elected in the most hotly disputed elections in Brazil’s democratic history. Lula stated in this connection that Brazil’s train «had come off the rails» and that his party in crisis, the Workers’ Party (PT), needed to be re-established.50 From this moment onwards, Rousseff fell victim to a lengthy impeachment trial that hastened her removal from power. As is known, Cunha, the speaker of the lower house, initiated the process against the president and won. In April 2016, Congress voted for the first time to approve Rousseff’s impeachment.


    After the president was ousted from her post on charges of administrative misconduct on 1 September, her vice-president Michel Temer, whom she accused of being the «chief of the conspirers», went from being a practically unknown figure to Brazil’s head of state until the 2018 elections. Temer’s rise to power entailed a political shift towards a right-wing government after the 13-year administration of the PT. This was another of the most significant political developments which have occurred in Latin America, leading to the «change of cycle».


    During the first months, Temer took the reins of the country amid an avalanche of controversy, as many people in and outside the country considered the new government to be illegitimate. However, in order combat the economic crisis, the new president is implementing political measures characteristic of capitalist and neoliberal systems, such as privatisations and concessions in strategic areas like communications and energy, among others. Even so, Latin America’s largest economy, which ended 2016 with a deficit of more than 3 percent of GDP for the second year running, is in the grip of an economic, political, social and moral crisis that is reducing citizens’ income and has 12 million jobless people (nearly 12 percent). As if that were not enough, politicians, entrepreneurs and even government officials are being investigated or have already been imprisoned for alleged corruption.


    Nevertheless, the outlook is encouraging because bank interest rates, the highest in the world, have started to drop after four years. Inflation is also falling, relieving the economic situation of the poorest Brazilians. At the same time the dollar is falling while the stock market is rising, strengthening the national currency.51 These forecasts are bolstering Temer’s government, which is starting to be recognised by the most important countries in the world though it only has the approval of 14 percent of Brazilians.


    In any case, it has always been said that Brazil is the «country of the future». This optimism is based on its huge reserves of mineral resources, rich farmlands and human capital that are seen to be able to put the Brazilian economy back on the rails and create political and social stability in the country. Temer himself stated in his Christmas address that in 2017 «the crisis will be defeated».52


    It does not seem a priori that Donald Trump’s election victory in the United States will be detrimental to Brazil, as the South American giant is a very important trading partner. Specifically, the United States is «Brazil’s second largest trading partner after China: it receives 20 percent of Brazilian exports».53


    Therefore, today there are many uncertainties and everything indicates that although Brazil possesses many of the ingredients of a power, its capacity to act in international relations as such is conditioned by many factors. As pointed out, its society suffers from significant economic inequality, lack of cohesion and a high level of violence and organised crime, poverty and epidemics such as AIDS and, in the past two years, zika, which has had devastating effects in Brazil.54 Inequality and violence are two major structural problems which, as well as weakening the country’s stability and placing it among the group of «threatened states», are a serious impediment to development and political stability.55


    Democratic stability is not synonymous with citizen security and social welfare. Indeed, security is the blot on Brazil’s international image.56 The fact is that violence and insecurity continue to be one of the most salient factors that condition the establishment of democracy and political and social stability in the country.57


    Nevertheless, it is interesting to stress that Brazil’s regional policy is based on two key instruments: the promotion of South American integration through political dialogue and negotiation; and the prevention and peaceful settlement of inter- and intra-state conflicts through mediation. Indeed, Brazil defines itself as a pacifying power that «stabilises» its region and promotes multilateralism. Brazil has in fact been leading, and playing a prominent role in, one of the most interesting integration processes in the Americas today, Unasur. It is likely that the new president will prove to be less enthusiastic about integration processes. According to Paulo Velasco, a professor of International Relations at Rio de Janeiro State University, «the new Brazilian government will not attach the same importance as the foreign secretaries of Lula and Dilma did to the idea of Mercosur and Unasur».58


    Brazil’s political influence has also been apparent in certain conflicts that have emerged in the region, such as the Honduran crisis during 2009 and 2010,59 and its peace-making and stabilising role during the conflict between Colombia and Venezuela in the summer of 2009, to cite a few examples.60 The question that arises is whether, in the light of the latest changes, Brazil will continue to play this role in Latin America.


    The political change in Brazil reveals that the new government is more focused on purely domestic issues than on boosting the country’s future role in the region. The latter question is complicated because Temer’s government is unanimously rejected by those of Bolivia, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Venezuela and Cuba. In addition, Brazil’s political and economic fragility is causing a regional impact in that it is weakening the country’s role or, at least, shows that Brazil is not taking the initiative in shaping the Latin American reality.


    



    Towards a solution for long-standing conflicts in Latin America and the Caribbean


    



    One of the most salient features of the current situation in Latin America and the Caribbean is determination to put an end to the traditional disputes and quarrels that characterised the region as a whole. These conflicts considerably undermine the framework of relations on the continent and have greatly influenced developments in this part of the world. The ideological clash between the United States and Cuba has poisoned Latin America to an unforeseen extent. The armed conflict in Colombia not only dragged on but caused incredible pain and suffering among the Colombian population and also had repercussions on Colombia’s foreign policy. The dispute between Bolivia and Chile, above and beyond legal connotations, has marked sharply contrasting political positions between the two states, and is largely a reflection of the need to settle the territorial and maritime conflicts between Latin American states for once and for all.


    These three situations sum up better than any others  though they are not the only ones  the «conflictual» reality in Latin America, and a lasting solution to these cases will lay the foundations for shaping the region in the near future. In any case, they are issues with far-reaching political implications for which solutions are being found, albeit with reservations.


    



    The conflict between Cuba and the USA: The «appeal» of Cuba


    



    The United States government’s determined efforts to isolate Cuba internationally have failed miserably. As is known, on 17 December 2014 the leaders of both countries simultaneously issued declarations putting an end to more than 50 years of lack of communication and laid the foundations for «normalising» relations between the two countries. This marked the start of a new relationship and paved the way for future agreements unless substantial changes take place in either of the states. The important fact is that relations between the United States and Cuba should not be addressed in the framework of mere bilateral relations; on the contrary, they significantly influence international relations as a whole, particularly in Latin America.61 A few essential components should be taken into account when examining these relations:


    First, the agreement of December 2014 and the successive agreements that have been signed between Cuba and the United States clearly underline the failure of America’s foreign policy with respect to the Caribbean country. We could undoubtedly speak of the triumph of the Cuban foreign policy that succeeded in isolating the United States and led the Obama Administration to publicly go back on many of the decisions that had shaped the United States’ policy towards Latin America over the years. Cuba’s «resistance» has shown how a state with much less international clout proved capable of withstanding the most powerful state in the world. The American president’s comment on stepping off the plane during his visit to Cuba in March 2016 that «this is a historic visit and a historic opportunity» clearly shows that the United States made the first move to re-establish relations with the island.


    Nevertheless, neither of the two states wished to interpret the United States’ diplomatic «surrender» as a Cuban triumph and, accordingly, the failure of the United States’ traditional stance. Relations have undoubtedly returned to a framework of extraordinary friendship and understanding, but it is difficult not to see how the United States’ ability to influence the whole continent has decreased very significantly since Cuba’s reincorporation into the continent in 2008. The various summit meetings of the Americas and of the CELAC held since then are irrefutable proof that the United States was seeking determinedly to become a principal dialogue partner in the Americas after losing its leading role following the failure to establish the FTAA at the Mar de Plata summit in 2005.


    There is no doubt that December 2014 marked a decisive and irreversible step forward, regardless of the progress and setbacks we will witness from now on in the more uncertain situation generated by the advent of Donald Trump to the US presidency. Attitudes have changed on both sides. The United States’ foreign policy has come to its senses about Cuba’s situation and at the same time Cuba’s foreign policy is also changing as a result of the significant relationship it needs to maintain with the United States. The re-establishment of diplomatic relations, with the opening of embassies in each country, on 20 July 2015, ushered in a new period from which it will difficult to turn back, and it goes without saying that a decision of this type has numerous implications both for the states and for Cuban and US citizens.


    All in all, one of the primary components of the new relations between Cuba and the United states will undoubtedly be the change of outlook and, above all, the new direction which both states’ foreign policies will take.


    Secondly, it is surprising that the full re-establishment of diplomatic relations has not yet brought about, even gradually, a change in the main issues that pit the states against each other, in particular with respect to lifting of the blockage or embargo. Though the tentative measures adopted to date, while pointing in the direction of putting an end to the situation, are insufficient proof that there are no major differences between the United States and Cuba. In October 2016, the Obama administration decreed a series of measures designed to ease some of the economic and commercial restraints of the «embargo». These measures are centred specifically «on civil aviation, trade, tourism, financial transactions, humanitarian assistance and public health. They include lifting the ban preventing Cuba from exporting third-country products to the United States and allowing people under US jurisdiction to offer commercial services to Cuba».62 Therefore, apart from lifting travel restrictions imposed some time ago on Cuban Americans 63 and making it easier for US citizens to travel to the island,64 the «new» relationship between Cuba and the United States entails an array of measures to ease the embargo policy.


    Nevertheless, the blockade remains in force and apart from progressively dismantling it the US government needs to show firm commitment to do away with this practice. The expressly stated political decision to put an end to the embargo would mark a significant change and complete the «new» relations between Cuba and America. Nobody doubts that the United States’ foreign policy towards Cuba, implemented through the blockade, has failed, as well as being a practice contrary to international law. Its definite lifting will therefore no doubt be accompanied by demands of international accountability. However, the first statements made by the president elect, Donald Trump, do not indicate that the embargo will be lifted, though nor do they suggest that we will witness a worsening or retrogression in relations between the countries.


    The illegality of the blockade or embargo under international law is almost unanimously agreed by the international community and it is therefore necessary for a clear-cut decision to be made during this new period to put an end to this situation. Latin American practice has constantly confirmed this position and an appeal for it to be ended has been voiced at each of the summits. Days before the joint Cuban-US declaration in December 2014, the Veracruz Ibero-American Summit issued a special communiqué on the need to put an end to the economic, commercial and financial blockade imposed by the US government on Cuba, including the implementation of the so-called Helms Burton Act. The message was repeated on 29 October 2016 during the 25th Ibero-American Summit held in Cartagena de Indias, Colombia. It cannot be stated categorically that declarations of this kind do not achieve any results  on the contrary, the sound reiteration of this stance has also conditioned the United States’ foreign policy.


    Furthermore, the United Nations’ condemnation of the US embargo has prompted a very striking result. On 26 October 2016, the General Assembly adopted Resolution 71/5, which expresses «the need to put an end to the economic, commercial and financial blockade imposed by the United States of America on Cuba». More importantly, all the members of the General Assembly voted for this resolution and, for the first time, the United States abstained.65


    Thirdly, the normalisation of relations between Cuba and the United States has also extended to the political sphere, specifically in the consideration US foreign policy has been showing towards Cuba. In May 2015, the United States decided to withdraw Cuba from the list of countries that support international terrorism, to which it was added in 1982. The decision has more far-reaching consequences than it has sometimes been attributed. Cuba’s position was very clear in this respect. As the Cuban Government stated, «in the period between April of 2015 and April of 2016 some results have been achieved in the bilateral relations between the United States and Cuba. It can particularly be indicated the re-establishing of diplomatic relations and the re-opening of embassies that were preceded by the just action of taking Cuba off the spurious list of States sponsoring terrorism, a list on which Cuba should never have been in the first place.»66


    A decision of this kind above all paves the way for dialogue between the parties and eliminates the stumbling block entailed by the consideration of Cuba as a state that sponsored international terrorism, even though there was not even the slightest proof. In fact, little progress would have been made in relations between Cuba and the United States were it not for the agreement to put an end to this situation which, logically, blighted any type of contact between the parties. It is clearly a political decision that paves the way for negotiation and was therefore a condition sine qua non for the lifting of the embargo in the future. The international community welcomed this measure which had been announced for some years.


    Finally, the new climate of Cuban-US relations is having repercussions on the positions of other states and international organisations. It is worth now examining the position of the European Union and Spain. In fact the European Union and Spain have been aware that they must not lost any of their importance in their talks with the island and that they need to step up their cooperation with this state. This explains not only the successive visits paid by European leaders to Cuba  unfortunately not including the head of state or government of Spain  but above all the European Union’s firm wish to establish closer relations with Cuba.67 As was stated some time ago, «the EU has decided that development co-operation with Cuba should be broadened and consolidated. Political dialogue between Cuba and the EU has intensified».68


    As is known, in March 2016 the Cuban and European Union delegations reached an agreement on political dialogue and cooperation between the parties putting an end de facto to the Common Position of 1996 which has caused so many problems in bilateral relations. The European Union’s abandonment of the Common Position is a symptom of the normalisation of relations and has taken its time, as a result of which the United States has carved out a better role for itself than the European Union in relations with Cuba. Whatever the case, as the European Commission recognises, «The agreement includes three main chapters on political dialogue, cooperation and sector policy dialogue as well as trade and trade cooperation».69


    But what matters is that we are at last witnessing the end of a period marred by the content of a Common Position70 drafted in terms that were not acceptable to the Cuban authorities. The ratification of the agreement marks the formal end of this Common Position, but everything indicates that from now on relations between Cuba and the European Union will take a different course and be governed by criteria very different from those of 1996. The position of the European Union and its member states with respect to Cuba, in particular Spain, makes it advisable to establish a close economic relationship which, in the case of Spain, extends to many other sectors of international cooperation. The agreement was finally signed in Brussels in December 2016.


    In short, Cuban-US relations have been steered on a «new» course that marks the end of a past that prevented any progress from being made in joint cooperation efforts. Although nothing is final and the advent to power of the new US president may bring relations to something of a standstill,71 in our view a significant backward step is unlikely. Only time will tell.


    



    The definitive solution to the Colombian conflict: The peace agreements


    



    On 2 October 2016, Colombian society decided in a referendum not to support the peace accords between the Colombian government and the FARC. The implementation of the so-called «Final agreement for ending the conflict and building stable and lasting peace» of 24 August 2016, drawn up in Havana, was signed in Cartagena de Indias on 27 September that year by the Colombian president, Juan Manuel Santos, and the leader of the FARC, Rodrigo Londoño Echeverri, alias «Timochenko». Although everything was up in the air, the parties hastily revised the content of the agreements to save them. Nevertheless, developments of the past years highlight the main components that currently define the Colombian conflict and, above all, what has come to be called the «post-conflict» period.72


    They have certainly ushered in a new period in Colombia which undoubtedly marks the end of a conflict that has dragged on for more than 50 years, some points of which have given rise to significant divergences.73 Peace in Colombia entails ending one of the most lasting conflicts in Latin America. It can essentially be said that the conflict has ended. Nevertheless, it is appropriate to stress at least some of the most salient aspects that currently define the peace process in Colombia:


    Firstly, the Havana agreements are the result of a long process and, ultimately, the last stage of various attempts to achieve an agreement between the government and the FARC.74 The successive failures of the peace efforts in Colombia were deeply frustrating for Colombian society, such as the peace process conducted by President Pastrana from 1998 to 2002. However, from the outset, the Havana accords aroused higher expectations and everything indicated that they would be brought to fruition. They are the result of many years of negotiations in which it was attempted at all costs to avoid committing the mistakes of the past. Since the talks began in Oslo in October 2012, there have been a host of meetings and times when it seemed that the negotiations were going to be broken off. At some points it was even thought that they would go back to square one. The Havana accords represent the last stepping stone towards lasting peace in Colombia with the FARC; the dialogue process with the ELN has yet to be concluded.


    Secondly, the agreements that were finally reached address all the issues which are truly relevant to the peace process and do not side-step any of the most controversial and hotly debated issues. Another matter is the solution adopted for each of these issues, the degree of consensus reached and even how what was agreed on will be implemented. The main points are rural reform, questions relating to political participation, determining the end of the conflict, drug trafficking and the thorny issue of victims in the framework of the notions of truth, justice, reparation and non-repetition.75


    In the short time that elapsed after the holding of the referendum, the Colombian government finalised the contents of these agreements, incorporating the modifications deemed appropriate. In late November and early December 2016, the Colombian senate and congress ratified the new text which was signed by the two sides on 24 November at the Teatro Colón in Bogota.76 It is appropriate to highlight some of the salient components of the agreements, albeit briefly:


    i) The Comprehensive Rural Reform is one of the most complex political and social issues. It refers to the ownership and enjoyment of the land which has largely lain at the heart of the conflict. The aim of the agreements was, as is stated, none other than to ensure comprehensive rural development which is considered «a determining factor in fostering regional integration and the equitable social and economic development of the country», in order to address issues such as «land access and use …, specific development programmes with a territorial-based approach …, infrastructure and land adaptation, the most significant aspects of social development, stimulating agricultural production and a supportive and cooperative economy and the establishment a system of food security».77 All this and more was enshrined in the August 2016 agreement, which stressed the purpose of fomenting «structural change in the countryside, closing the gap between rural and urban areas and creating conditions of well-being and quality of life for the rural population». The reform therefore «must incorporate all of the country’s regions, contribute to the eradication of poverty, promote equality and ensure full enjoyment of the rights of citizenship».78


    Perhaps one of the most interesting points is the establishment of a Land Fund for Comprehensive Rural Reform. The «new agreements» in this area include an explicit reference that «no part of the agreement will affect the constitutional right to private property»,79 reflecting one of the main points called for by those who voted against the agreement in the October 2016 referendum.


    ii) As for political participation, the idea is to establish broad new spaces to guarantee participation in Colombia’s democratic system. The aim is that «after laying down their arms, the FARC will play by the rules of democracy, becoming a political party or movement»80 This will give rise to «a comprehensive security system for exercising politics». One of the most salient measures is possibly the one which establishes that «After the signing of the Final Agreement and the laying down of arms by the FARC-EP, and in order to facilitate its transition to legal political activity and to ensure a situation to promote its ideological platform, the National Government shall put in place the constitutional and legal reforms necessary to ensure, on a temporary basis, the political representation in the Congress of the Republic of the new political movement or party, during two constitutional periods as from 20 July 2018».81 The changes that have taken place with the new agreements have essentially consisted in reducing the funding of the new political party that the FARC becomes. It has also been deprived of the 16 seats it had been automatically granted in Congress.


    iii) Regarding the end of the conflict, as is known, a number of commitments were established, particularly: a clear agreement on a bilateral and permanent ceasefire and the cessation of hostilities and, at the same time, the laying down of arms; reincorporation of the FARC into civilian life; and the establishment of guarantees of security and the fight against criminal organisations. In particular, it stated that «the reincorporation into civilian life shall be a comprehensive, sustainable process of an exceptional and transitory nature which takes into account the interests of the community of the FARC-EP, its members and their families, aimed at strengthening the social fabric across the country’s territories as well as coexistence and reconciliation among the inhabitants; furthermore, it is aimed at developing and deploying socially productive activities and local democracy».82 In this connection, on 28 December 2016 the Colombian Congress ratified the amnesty law for the FARC and military forces previously passed by the Senate, thereby implementing one of the points of the peace agreements that will make it possible to put an end to the conflict and likewise ensure political participation.


    iv) The agreement also regulates both generally and in detail many aspects related to drug trafficking. «Peace-building requires a definitive solution to the illicit drugs problem,


    which includes crops made for illicit use and the production and sale of illicit drugs», it states, adding that «to that end, a new approach is promoted to address the phenomenon of the use of drugs, the problem of crops made for illicit use and organised crime associated with drug trafficking, in a distinct and differentiated manner, ensuring a general human rights and public health, equity-based and gender-based approach».83 This section of the revised agreement basically maintains the contents of the previous one, though it lays down a few more precise obligations for the FARC to provide information on combating this phenomenon and to clearly demonstrate their dissociation with criminal drug trafficking organisations.


    v) One of the most delicate issues was the treatment given to the victims of the conflict. As the agreement states, «victim compensation should be at the core of any agreement».84 It specifies that «the agreement creates the «Comprehensive System for Truth, Justice, Reparations and Non-Repetition», which shall contribute to the fight against impunity, using a combination of judicial mechanisms that allow for the investigation and sanctioning of serious violations of human rights and serious infringements of international humanitarian law, with supplementary extra-judicial mechanisms aimed at clarifying the truth of what happened, search for loved ones who have disappeared and providing reparations for the harm and injury caused to individuals, groups and entire territories».85


    This field has seen the most significant decisions pertaining to the so-called transitional justice. The new agreement modifies the previous position because these points were particularly criticised by those who refused to back the August 2016 accords. It essentially adopts the concept of «effective restriction» of freedom, which means that FARC members will not be sentenced to prison if they confess. It also establishes that the «Special Jurisdiction for Peace» will function for ten years and requests for investigation can only be submitted for the first two; it will also be compulsory for the FARC to «compile an inventory of all kinds of goods and assets included in what has been called war resources and report on them», and they will «proceed to repair victims materially, with the abovementioned goods and assets, in the framework of comprehensive reparation measures».86


    It was also agreed that members of the state forces involved in crimes in the framework of the conflict should receive similar treatment to FARC members. The agreement states that «the waiver of criminal prosecution is a mechanism for differentiated special treatment with regard to criminal matters for agents of the state that forms part of the Comprehensive System whereby criminal actions, criminal responsibility and criminal sanctions are annulled. This is necessary for building up trust and facilitating the end of the internal armed conflict and must be applied in a preferential manner in the Colombian penal system to help achieve a stable, lasting peace.»87


    The international community provided crucial support in negotiating the agreements, and rewarded the Colombian president with the Nobel Peace Prize.


    If It succeeds in putting a definite end to the conflict, Colombia will embark on a phase of normality and new prospects for cooperation will open up in Latin America as a whole.


    



    The «heated» border dispute between Bolivia and Chile: 133 years of conflict


    



    Territorial conflicts are not absent from Latin America. Quite the opposite. For some time now Latin America has been immersed in settling conflicts relating to borders, both land and maritime, which often originate from the shaping of each of the Latin American states.88 However, for some time now Latin Americans have opted for peaceful means of settling their differences. The region’s recent history has been marked by territorial disputes which have progressively been settled through peaceful methods. The countries have turned to mediation, arbitration or the lawcourts, if not direct negotiations between the parties, to settle their differences. Examining one of the traditional conflicts of this kind provides an insight into these means and shows that a great deal of political will is required to put a definite end to disputes of this kind.


    As is well known, in the second half of the nineteenth century two neighbouring countries, Bolivia and Chile, became involved in a border quarrel that developed into the longest-standing conflict in Latin America: 133 years. The matter was recently brought before the International Court of Justice (ICJ) when Bolivia filed a lawsuit demanding that Chile negotiate granting it access to the sea. Chile insists on the need to revise the border treaties, over which the court of The Hague does not appear to have jurisdiction. Both countries continue to be distant neighbours in the twenty-first century.


    It all goes back to 1862, when tension between Bolivia and Chile mounted, developing into the so-called Pacific War 17 years later. This armed conflict drew on for four years, from 1879 to 1883, and ended with Bolivia’s defeat and the consequent loss of the Atacama Desert and its access to the Pacific Ocean. Far from marking the end of hostilities, it ushered in the longest and most turbulent period of the conflict with numerous clashes and the breaking-off of diplomatic relations at some points in their bilateral history.


    It is therefore an embittered dispute that is difficult to settle, but the parties are seeking ways of doing so. Legal means are insufficient to reach an agreement that will put an end to the conflict for once and for all. Once again, the conflict shows that in Latin America solutions to territorial disputes and arrangements provided by third parties on the basis of legal considerations also require predominantly political components that involve both sides making concessions. A number of considerations are central to the conflict.


    On the one hand, the conflict is the result of a long historical process. The first stage of the post-war period, 1883-1904, ended with the signing of the Treaty of Peace and Friendship of 1904, an agreement on boundaries that entailed Bolivia’s official loss of its access to the sea. This agreement put an end to the armed conflict, delimited the new borders between the two countries and guaranteed free trade by allowing people and goods to circulate. In particular, it established «the construction of a railway between Arica and La Paz and specified the facilities Chile must grant Bolivia to give it access the Pacific Ocean. These are precisely the main reasons put forward to this day by Chilean diplomats to argue that Bolivia has access to the sea but without sovereignty».89 This is partly the crux of the matter. Indeed, the treaty of 1904 is not accepted by both parties as the most useful means of settling the conflict and, accordingly, it does not satisfy all claims.


    Bolivia’s loss of its access to the sea undoubtedly opened a wound that has been impossible to close to date. Indeed, the peace agreement was not conducive to an appropriate relationship between two neighbours with shared interests during the twentieth century, owing above all to Bolivia’s hopes of recovering its coastal territory amid increasing Chilean opposition to any kind of concession.90 This situation continues to the present day and it currently seems very difficult to find a formula that is convincing to both countries and their citizens.91 Without political concessions, it will not be possible to put a definite end to the conflict using these means alone.


    Bolivia has made several attempts to revise the treaty of 1904, to no avail: it brought the question before the League of Nations in 1920 and before the OAS in 1979.92 However, despite the lack of agreement, diplomatic efforts were kept up and violence was not resorted to. In this regard the ratification of the Pact of Bogota (American Treaty on Pacific Settlement) attests to a firm wish. It should not be forgotten that in this treaty the American states undertake not to use force either in international relations or in conflicts ¡with their neighbours, and so it has been in practice in this conflict. Bolivia has been using solely diplomatic and legal means in its efforts to regain access to the sea.93


    The start of the present century, amid complicated bilateral relations, saw a failed attempt to negotiate a solution. During Ricardo Lagos’s term in Chile (2000-6) «the possibility of granting Bolivia a sovereign enclave was explored, which involved infringing the treaty of 1929, because it would be in Chilean territory (previously Bolivian, not Peruvian)».94 The subsequent negotiations between the two presidents, Evo Morales and Michelle Bachelet (first term), raised certain hopes. In particular, the jointly drafted 13-point agenda of 2006 suggested that an agreement would be reached for the first time. The efforts were in vain. In 2010 the negotiations sank into a quagmire and the states returned to hostile arguments, as witnessed at the Cadiz Ibero-American Summit in 2012, to cite an example of an important event, and again at the Summit of the Americas held in Panama in 2015.


    The Bolivian president pressured Chile into holding talks. As it was impossible to progress, and bilateral relations were growing increasingly complex, Evo Morales announced he was taking the long-standing territorial dispute to court and in 2013 he filed a lawsuit with the ICJ.


    As has been stated, «after the treaty of 1904, Chile entered into a series of commitments with Bolivia to grant it a strip of sovereign territory with access to the sea».95 Specifically, «they appear in many agreements and unilateral declarations of the past decades which have acknowledged the obligation to negotiate it as a matter independent from the text of 1904».96 Chile claims that the ICJ lacks jurisdiction to rule on this conflict. According to the Argentinian legal expert Mónica Pinto and her British colleague Samuel Wordsworth, «the ICJ’s lack of jurisdiction over this dispute is likewise determined by the Pact of Bogota of 1948». Article VI excludes matters which have been settled in previous agreements, as is the case of the current dispute. According to Pinto, «in the Pact of Bogotá, both states agreed to this type of peaceful solution to their differences».97


    In this regard, Santiago stresses that Bolivia must respect the peace treaty of 1904. Chile seems to be clear about this and argues that the conflict ended with this agreement. It also claims that its neighbour has full access to the sea via Chile’s ports and that Chile grants Bolivian freight preferential treatment worth dozens of millions of dollars yearly.98 In this connection, Felipe Bulnes Serrano, Chile’s ambassador in the United States, has stated that Bolivia «wants this court to rule not only that Chile is obliged to negotiate, but that it must concede a maritime sovereignty that we can by no means accept».99


    The countries’ stances are very distant and it is only possible to implement political and diplomatic mechanisms to settle the conflict. On 24 September 2015, the court of The Hague declared it had jurisdiction to consider lawsuit brought by La Paz, though not to issue territorial rulings in this case.100 The court ruled that the states have the obligation to negotiate, based on two main positions:


    



    
      	• In paragraph 34 of the judgement, which states that «that the subject-matter of the dispute is whether Chile is obligated to negotiate in good faith Bolivia’s sovereign access to the Pacific Ocean, and, if such an obligation exists, whether Chile has breached it».


      	• In paragraph 50, on asserting that «the matters in dispute are matters neither settled by arrangement between the parties, or by arbitral award or by decision of an international court» nor «governed by agreements or treaties in force on the date of the conclusion of the [Pact of Bogotá]». The conclusion reached is thus that «the Court finds that it is not precluded from ruling on Chile’s objection at this stage».


      	


    


    The court’s ruling has driven the countries even further apart, and their stances are more fiercely opposed. The lawsuit filed by Bolivia has evidently complicated bilateral relations. The ICJ’s decisions have not calmed either of the parties and nor have they paved the way for a future solution. The conflict over access to the sea is becoming increasingly complicated and is poisoning relations between the two states. Therefore, in the midst of the main dispute, a new crisis broke out over a watercourse with its source near the border and Chile’s establishment of a military base 15 km from Bolivian territory. La Paz has already stated that it is preparing a new lawsuit to have Santiago acknowledge a «million-dollar debt» for the «illegal and abusive use» of the waters of the Silala basin through artificial channels built a century ago. According to Chile, the treaty of 1904 established the international nature of the river Silala, and Bolivia accepted this until 1997, whereas Santiago considers that these waters, «which rise in the Bolivarian region of Potosí, only 4 kilometres from the border between the two countries, are international because the river flows into the Pacific basin».101 This is further proof that the crisis requires much greater political will to reach an agreement.


    The bitter border disputes between the two countries continue and no solution to the territorial conflict that has pitted Chile against Bolivia since the end of the nineteenth century can be envisaged in the near future. The only solution involves dialogue and cooperation leading to a peace based on shared sovereignty and Bolivia’s access to the sea.


    



    Final considerations


    



    It is not easy to predict the immediate future of Latin America and the Caribbean. Naturally external factors influence regional developments, but it is essentially internal causes that determine the paths followed by the various Latin American countries. The expression «Latin America» cannot be said to express a single reality. Indeed, fragmentation of political stances and the economy is going to be the most characteristic feature of developments in this part of the world. The Latin American and Caribbean reality is becoming more and more complicated and heterogeneous by the day.


    Integration in the continent is being obstructed by an array of factors that the region’s leaders have not been capable of eliminating. The thriving nationalism that still inspires the policies of the Latin American states is an obstacle that is difficult to overcome. Similarly, excessive zeal for creating an integration scheme embodying the wish for integration has subsequently spawned a host of overlapping and disorganised integration efforts. Every new integration initiative is greeted with unusually high expectations which are often subsequently dashed. The Pacific Alliance emerged in recent years as a scheme that stood a good chance of success, as it focused on economic and trade issues and paid attention to other areas too. Unasur is at something of a standstill. It needs to address its economic organisation and convergence as soon as possible. Meanwhile, Mercosur and the Andean Community are gripped by internal crises that can only be overcome in a framework of South American integration.


    Political instability in Venezuela is a circumstance that illustrates very well the developments in relations in Latin America as a whole. The leadership this country enjoyed for a time has been weakened very significantly and it has been plunged into a deep internal crisis. In other respects, the region is being shaped by the recent political changes in Argentina and Brazil, which are going to determine part of its future.


    We are starting to glimpse an end to some of the conflicts that have blighted the continent, which once again is seeking to settle disputes using peaceful means. The advent of Donald Trump to the US presidency brings many unknown factors, but the re-establishment of Cuban-US relations marks a significant step forward nonetheless.


    The peace deals between the Colombian government and the FARC have put an end to many years of armed conflict and reveal, above all, many countries’ ability to stabilise their institutions and boost their economies. Similarly, although the decision to place the territorial dispute between Chile and Bolivia in the hands of the court has not «calmed» the political debate, it has at least transferred it to framework of the ICJ. Though this move has not settled the matter and nor has it so far been conducive to an understanding between the two states.
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