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From the Editor   

     Constantin IACOBIȚĂ 

 

During the 12th – 14th of June 2019, the small city of Mamaia (Constanta, Ro-
mania) hosted an already traditional event – “Black Sea and Balkans Security 
Forum.  

The third edition of security debates took place in a regional context prede-
termined by Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea, followed by an aggressive Russian be-
haviour in the Black Sea (most recently, the Kerch incident in November 2018).  

One of the defining lines of the forum, mentioned by most speakers and unanimously  
supported, was the importance of regional unity on the matter of security, from different 
perspectives – national, regional, European, and transatlantic/Allied. 

It was obvious though, from an observer’s point of view, that getting there proved       
challenging. And one of the many reasons for that was Turkey’s decision to purchase and 
operate S400 systems produced by Russia.  

Nevertheless, the larger context in which the 2019 edition of the forum hosted by Roma-
nia took place was completed by an event with a significant, positive influence on the secu-
rity of the Euro-Atlantic area in general, and of the Black Sea region in particular. It was the 
70th anniversary of NATO, solemnized by the Foreign Affairs Ministerial which took place 
during the 3rd and 4th of April 2019, in Washington DC. 

The event produced two relevant results: 

 The Statement on the occasion of NATO's 70th Anniversary Issued by the NATO       
Foreign Ministers, that reaffirmed “the enduring transatlantic bond between Europe and 

EDITORIAL 

Motto: “Opinions are free, but not mandatory”—I.L.Caragiale 
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 North America…and our bedrock commitment enshrined in Article 5 of the Washington 
Treaty that an attack against one Ally shall be considered an attack against us all”.       
Moreover, the current security situation was described as “unpredictable and challenging, 
including a more aggressive Russia and a persistent threat of terrorism in all its forms and 
manifestations, …. instability beyond our borders contributing to irregular migration, … 
cyber and hybrid threats”. 

 The NATO Foreign Ministers agreed on a package meant to increase Allied presence 
and intensify activities in the Black Sea. As Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg stated, the 
package included “more surveillance exercises and other issues which we strongly believe 
are relevant for the Black Sea region. And, of course, also then working with our partners 
Georgia and Ukraine”.   

While mentioning two of the major components of the current Allied presence and activi-
ties in the region – the multinational task force in Romania and the air police forces, the 
Secretary General underlined that, the agreed package “shows that NATO has increased its 
presence in the Black Sea region with more naval presence”.   

The package agreed upon by the Ministerial in Washington DC emphasized, as did the Fo-
rum in Mamaia despite some diverging opinions, the Allied awareness of the way Russia 
sees the Black Sea region. Specifically, Russia sees the region as a geostrategic priority, and 
its objective is to dominate it and keep NATO under control. 

It also underscored the Allied unity and the USA key role in achieving this unity. Finally, 
yet importantly, it institutes an example for the Black Sea region, and offers Romania an 
opportunity to develop its regional and Allied profile.  

Meeting of NATO Foreign Ministers - 3-4 April 2019 - Washington, United States    https://www.nato.int                                  
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Associate Prof. CEng PhD  

Gheorghe SAVU2  

The transatlantic link takes various shapes and 
covers a large variety of domains. The most im-
portant of all is the defence of the Euro-Atlantic 
community. The concept of transatlantic link be-
comes meaningful with the signing of the North-
Atlantic Treaty3 (Washington 4th of April 1949) 
and its inclusion in Article 5: “The Parties agree 
that an armed attack against one or more of them 
in Europe or North America shall be considered 
an attack against them all and consequently they 
agree that, if such an armed attack occurs, each of 
them, in exercise of the right of individual or col-
lective self-defence recognised by Article 51 of the 
Charter of the United Nations, will assist the Party 
or Parties so attacked by taking forthwith, indi-
vidually and in concert with the other Parties, 
such action as it deems necessary, including the 
use of armed force, to restore and maintain the 
security of the North Atlantic area.”    

Although the text of the Treaty doesn’t refer to 
the transatlantic link directly, it is obvious that 
“their efforts for collective defence in Europe 
and North America” could only be accomplished 
within the context of the transatlantic relation-
ship. From this point of view, it is worth men-
tioning the fact that the USA provides more than 
70% of NATO’s budget. In 2018 the USA spent 
35.8 billion dollars for European defence and 
has now over 65,000 troops deployed on this 

continent. Taking into account the large amounts 
of military equipment and technique stationed 
on European territory, one can certainly say 
that, due to the North America’s involvement, 
the transatlantic link plays a decisive role in de-
terring and defending against any military       
aggression on allied European states. 

Initially, the transatlantic link became part of 
the military experts’ vocabulary out of the need 
to underline the role the two-way relationship 
between North-America and Europe plays in the 
collective defence of the North-Atlantic area. In 
time, even if the phrase remained the same, its 
meaning and content became more and more 
important to Euro-Atlantic security given the 
evolution of the international security, the politi-
cal and military situation on both sides of the 
North Atlantic and, not least, the nature of rela-
tionships between NATO and the EU on one 
hand, and USA and European NATO/EU member 
states on the other hand. The geographical area 
of the transatlantic link, though, has gone 
through major changes. If the North-Atlantic 
Treaty collective defence concept has initially 
applied to NATO member states from Europe 
and North America, without referring to a dis-
tinct geographical area, it now sees its missions 
from a Euro-Atlantic perspective and the phrase 
Euro-Atlantic security and defence is used more 
and more often in the Alliance’s official docu-
ments. 

Thus, Article 3 of NATO Strategic Concept for 

EURO-ATLANTIC SECURITY  

1. As mentioned in the previous article - The Transatlantic Link - Current and Future Significance Part 1 – Challenges and Opportuni-
ties (Geostrategic Pulse, no. 274/May-June 2019), the author continues his view on the transatlantic link focusing on NATO’s role in 
European defence. 
2. The author served in the Romanian Armed Forces until his retirement, in 2017. Retired General Gheorghe Savu was the Chief of 
the Romanian Military Intelligence Directorate and the Director General of the Defence Intelligence General Directorate. Between 
2012-2017, he served as Minister Counsellor in the Romanian Permanent Representation to the European Union and as Romanian 
Military Representative to NATO and EU. Since 2017 he has been an associate professor at the National University of Political Stud-
ies and Public Administration, at the National Defence University "Carol I", and at the National Intelligence Academy. He teaches 
Euro-Atlantic Security, Strategic Leadership, Defence Diplomacy, European Union Policy and Decision-Making. 
3. North-Atlantic Treaty, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_17120.htm.   
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the Defence and Security of Members of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization4, adopted 
at the NATO Summit in Lisbon (19th – 20th of No-
vember 2010) clearly defines the concepts of 
transatlantic link and Euro-Atlantic area as fol-
lows: “The political and military bonds between 
Europe and North America have been forged in 
NATO since the Alliance was founded in 1949; the 
transatlantic link remains as strong, and as im-
portant to the preservation of Euro-Atlantic peace 
and security, as ever. The security of NATO mem-
bers on both sides of the Atlantic is indivisible. We 
will continue to defend it together, on the basis of 
solidarity, shared purpose and fair burden-
sharing.” Moreover, the Strategic Concept intro-
duces the phrases Euro-Atlantic area and Euro-
Atlantic partners, thus defining NATO’s missions 
and values for a decade – 2010-2020, as the role 
the partner states play becomes more and more 
significant (Picture no. 1) 

Given the more and more diverse risks and 

threats to the Euro-Atlantic area over the past 
two decades, the member states and NATO itself 
are more aware of the growing importance of 
the transatlantic link. The subject has become a 
subject on the agenda of every foreign and de-
fence ministers meeting and NATO Summits as 
well, where declarations on the transatlantic link 
have very often been adopted. The declarations 
of the last two NATO Summits are very relevant 
in that respect: 

- The Warsaw Declaration on Transatlantic 
Security6, issued by the Heads of State and Gov-
ernment participating in the meeting of the 
North Atlantic Council (Warsaw, 8-9 July 2016) 
states the following (Article 1): „United by our 
enduring transatlantic bond, and our commit-
ment to democracy, individual liberty, human 
rights and the rule of law, NATO will continue to 
strive for peace, security and stability in the whole 
of the Euro-Atlantic area, in accordance with the 
principles of the UN Charter.”. 

4. NATO Strategic Concept for the Defence and Security of the Members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, https://
www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_publications/20120214_strategic-concept-2010-eng.pdf  
5. https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_81136.htm?  
6. https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_133168.htm  

Picture no. 1, NATO and its partner states5 
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- The Brussels Declaration on Transatlantic 
Security and Solidarity7 adopted at the NATO 
Summit in Brussels (18th of July 2018) gives the 
transatlantic link a security and solidarity per-
spective. Whereas before this Summit the trans-
atlantic link was approached from the point of 
view of Euro-Atlantic security, as a continuation 
of the decision taken in the Wales Summit (4th – 
5th of September 2014) to give 2% of GDP to de-
fence, at the insistence of the USA and Great Brit-
ain, the transatlantic solidarity has been added 
to the concept. Thus, Article 71 of the Declara-
tion stipulates the following: „NATO recognises 
the importance of a stronger and more capable 
European defence. The development of coherent, 
complementary and interoperable defence capa-
bilities, avoiding unnecessary duplication, is key in 
our joint efforts to make the Euro-Atlantic area 
safer. Such efforts, including recent developments, 
will lead to a stronger NATO, help enhance our 
common security, contribute to transatlantic bur-
den sharing, help deliver needed capabilities, and 
support an overall increase in defence spending.” 

By reading the Strategic Concept and the two 
Declarations, one can draw the conclusion that 
the transatlantic link maintains its relevance 
from the perspective of both European de-

fence and security of the Euro-Atlantic area. 
Moreover, after 2014, the transatlantic link has 
been assigned a new dimension as a conse-
quence of the measures taken by NATO and the 
EU in the fields of Euro-Atlantic defence and se-
curity. These measures are meant to strengthen 
the European member states defence capabili-
ties, which will lead to greater defence responsi-
bilities undertaken by the European allies. And 
they will contribute to a fairer distribution, be-
tween North America and Europe, of the budget-
ary efforts required by the Euro-Atlantic securi-
ty and to a rise in the potential of European de-
fence capabilities. 

During the last three NATO Summits the USA 
permanently pressured its European allies to 
accomplish, by 2024, the two major objectives 
decided at the 2014 Summit: 1) 2% of GDP allo-
cated to defence and 2) 20% of the defence 
budget is to be spent for defence equipment ac-
quisition. This position of both Washington and 
London is definitely justified if we only take into 
account the fact that in 2017 the US defence ex-
penditures amounted to 602.78 billion dollars, 
out of which 30.7 billion were allocated explicit-
ly for direct expenses on USA’s military contri-
bution to European defence. For comparison, the 

7. https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156620.htm  

Picture no. 2, USA and EU Military Expenses 
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 defence expenses of the European allied mem-
ber states amounted to 239.08 billion dollars 
while the defence expenses of the EU member 
states amounted to approximately 220 billion 
dollars (Picture no. 2). These figures represent 
the most relevant proof of the fact that European 
defence and security depend significantly on the 
consistency of the transatlantic link. 

Following the terrorist attacks on the USA in 
2001 and as a consequence of the Russian mili-
tary aggression against Ukraine starting with 
2014, NATO must face the serious deterioration 
of the security situation in its proximity and is 
facing now a series of risks and threats it has to 
deal with. Practically NATO is facing now securi-
ty risks that are more dangerous and more diffi-
cult to fight against than during the Cold War. As 
a consequence of the Russian military aggres-
sion in the proximity of NATO’s Eastern flank 
and of the hybrid, cyber, and terrorist threats 
against its member states and partners, the need 
to defend Europe is more pressing than ever 
since the fall of the Berlin Wall. It is unanimously 
agreed that only NATO is capable of doing this, 
starting with investing in defence and undertak-
ing decisions to thwart threats and defend Eu-
rope. This was the main subject on the agenda of 
the latest NATO Summits, starting with 2014, the 
Alliance taking the necessary steps to discourage 
any potential attacks against its European pillar 
and, if it comes to it, to defend its European Al-
lies. Practically NATO is now capable, including 
through its cooperation with the EU, of deterring 
and defeating any threat to European security, 
conventional or unconventional. NATO member 
states are aware of the fact that Europe is cur-
rently up against an uncertain and unstable se-
curity environment that demands extra defence 
investments, development of proper military ca-
pabilities, contribution to NATO missions and 
operations, and consolidation of the partner-
ships with the EU and third parties. 

The NATO Readiness Action Plan adopted at 
the Wales Summit (New Port September 2014) 
ensures the Alliance’s capability to respond to 
any threat that endangers the security of NATO’s 
territory, population, air and sea, especially its 
European side. Although the Plan covers the en-

tire Euro-Atlantic area, most measures taken un-
til today are dedicated to European defence 
against Eastern and Southern threats, thus em-
phasizing NATO’s crucial role in defending Eu-
rope. The measures that have been taken, in-
cluding at the latest NATO Summit in 2018, ena-
ble the Alliance to benefit from the necessary 
capabilities to be in the right place at the right 
time, with a view to undertake deterrence and 
defence missions all over its territory. The Allied 
main focus is to defend the Eastern and South-
ern flanks, that have a direct impact on Europe-
an security, and to fight against hybrid and cyber 
threats that affect all NATO member states. 

Today, NATO’s enhanced forward presence on 
the territory of its Eastern flank members is an 
important element of the European deterrence 
and defence and is based on four Multinational 
Battlegroups deployed in the Baltic States and 
Poland. They comprise almost of 4,500 troops 
from several Allied states and have the neces-
sary equipment and logistics to undertake deter-
rence and defence missions together with the 
Armed Forces of the host nations (Picture no. 3). 
In addition to these, there are the Multinational 
Division Headquarters in Elblag (Poland) and 
Bucharest (Romania). Already fully operational, 
they have the role to plan, command and control 
the NATO forces at division level that would be 
deployed on the Eastern allied flank in crisis sit-
uations. 

NATO Readiness Initiative adopted at the 
Brussels NATO Summit (11th -12th of July 2018) 
will ensure that the Alliance has well trained and 
equipped national forces. The level of readiness 
of these forces will allow them to engage in col-
lective defence missions anywhere on the Allied 
territory, within 30 days. According to this Initi-
ative, in addition to the rapid response forces 
already engaged through NATO’s Readiness Ac-
tion Plan, NATO member states will provide 30 
naval combat vessels, 30 air squadrons, and 30 
mechanised battalions along with the necessary 
warfare support. Their missions will be deter-
rence and defence anywhere on the Allied terri-
tory, including high-intensity war fighting and 
rapid intervention in crises. The measures to 
modernize the command structure and enhance 
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mobility are in various stages of implementation 
and their purpose is to ensure the rapid deploy-
ment of troops and equipment on NATO’s Euro-
pean territory whether it is for training purpos-
es, deterrence or in support of its members 
Armed Forces, in crisis situations. 

One must underline the fact that NATO’s new 
deterrence and defence posture ask all the mem-
ber states to invest more in the fields of conven-
tional forces, enhanced forward presence on the 
Eastern flank, joint air and maritime forces, de-
fence intelligence, cyber-defence, countering hy-
brid threats, and in the preparation of its territo-
ry and population for defence. It is obvious that 
in many of these fields NATO and the EU must 
cooperate, as they agreed on over the past years. 
Already, after 2014, NATO and the EU have been 
cooperating to increase their military mobility in 
Europe, to coordinate their defence needs, to 
adapt their legislation on defence equipment 
and personnel border-crossing, and to inventory 
and modernize transportation infrastructure 
that can be used for deployment of troops. The 
EU is more open than ever to cooperating with 

NATO, being fully aware that European defence 
can only be ensured by NATO. To support this 
statement, it is enough to know that, should a 
collective defence scenario be applied, NATO’s 
enhanced forward presence is supported by its 
Rapid Reaction Force of approximately 40,000 
troops. 

* * * 

* 

As shown in this article, NATO continues to 
demonstrate its capacity to ensure European 
peace and stability. Above anything else, the Alli-
ance has been keeping European peace for 70 
years. Confronted with a dynamic and complex 
international security environment, including in 
its proximity, starting with 2014 the Alliance has 
embarked upon a complex adaptation and trans-
formation process, in order stay effective in the 
21st Century too. Nowadays, NATO successfully 
accomplishes its three main tasks – collective 
defence, crisis management, and security 
through cooperation, thus ensuring deterrence 
and defence against potential adversaries, in-
cluding by promoting stability and strengthen-

8. https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2019_04/20190423_190423-MAP-eFP-flat-en.pdf  

Picture no. 3, NATO Enhanced Forward Presence in the Baltic States and Poland8 
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 ing the resilience of its members from East and South. Thus, NATO continues to be the guarantor of 
peace and stability in Europe and, in cooperation with the EU, the most important source of stabil-
ity in an international security environment characterised by unpredictability, as well as multiple 
and diverse challenges and threats from state and non-state actors, including terrorist, hybrid, and 
cyber attacks.  

Facing conventional and asymmetrical treats that can seriously endanger European security, 
NATO has consolidated its European deterrence and defence capabilities including by deploying 
forces on its Eastern flank, by ensuring enhanced Allied presence in the Extended Black Sea Region, 
and by paying more attention to the Southern flank. It is worth mentioning the fact that NATO’s Eu-
ropean members are aware of the current threats to European security and have decided to in-
crease their defence budgets in order to develop military capabilities that are necessary for both 
national and collective defence missions and participation in NATO led missions and operations. 
Taking into consideration the NATO-EU cooperation on development of military capabilities, we 
can speak about a joint effort of the two organizations to ensure European defence and security 
including by strengthening the transatlantic link.  

The importance of the transatlantic link for European defence and security keeps on growing, as 
NATO and EU member states join forces and cooperate both bilaterally and multilaterally for de-
terrence and defence against any external threats they come up against. The transatlantic link is 
expected to be again an important issue on the agenda of the NATO Summit (London, December 
2019), which will mark 70 years since the founding of the Alliance. According to Jens Stoltenberg, 
the NATO Secretary General, the Summit agenda will include, among other “the security challenges 
NATO has to face at present and in the future and the measures it has to take to adapt continuously, 
in order to guarantee the freedom of almost one billion citizens” of the member states.  
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Andreea STOIAN KARADELI1    

Humanity has been shaped through the hardest 
times when the moments of extreme crisis 
forced people to react rapidly, to change and, as 
a direct result, to evolve. This pattern has been 
proved not only by the past experiences of the 
individuals or the society, but also by the evolu-
tion of most of its institutionalized structures. 
This paper argues that the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization is now facing a great opportunity 
in a time of complex crises developing around 
the globe, both inside the organization among its 
members and outside of it. Among all the threats 
to the security of its allies, the refugees’ problem 
provides a complex challenge for the organiza-
tion to prove that it is able to adapt its role and 
strategy to a new context, not only by using its 
military power, but also by engaging its political 
side.  

Over sixty years ago, in 1956, the foreign minis-
ters of Canada, Italy and Norway prepared the 
`Report of the Committee of Three on Non-
Military Cooperation in NATO`, arguing that the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization should devel-
op its political role as much as the military one2. 
In other words, the report was a call for the Alli-

ance to reassess the commitment of all the allies 
for a common purpose, independent of any indi-
vidual interest. The event that triggered the 
`Three Wise Men’s` report was a crisis: on Octo-
ber 29, 1956, France and Britain—without con-
sulting NATO as a whole or the United States in 
particular—joined forces with Israel to invade 
Egypt to secure the Suez Canal as an open trad-
ing and commercial route3. As the `Three Wise 
Men’s` report pointed out, “some states may be 
able to enjoy a degree of political and economic 
independence when things are going well. No 
state, however powerful, can guarantee its secu-
rity and its welfare by national action alone.”4 It 
was a crisis that pushed towards a realist assess-
ment of NATO’s purpose and strategy for the 
first time since the alliance was established in 
1949, after World War II. At the beginning, the 
main aim of the Alliance was to serve as an in-
surance against global devastation and to op-
pose both militant nationalism and national mili-
tarism5. Up to present, the role of NATO had 
been debated on many occasions, the present 
context providing the opportunity for the organ-
ization to prove its ability to adapt and trans-
form.  

Depending on the perspective that one decides 
to assume, the present international context, 
very complex and deep-rooted in the past, might 

1. Andreea Stoian Karadeli is an independent researcher based in Turkey and a collaborator with several institutions worldwide. 
Miss Karadeli worked as a foreign lecturer in the Department of Political Science and Public Administration, Faculty of Political 
Sciences, Sakarya University, and she completed her PhD in National Security and Intelligence at Mihai Viteazul National 
Intelligence Academy, Romania. She is also a graduate from Exeter University, United Kingdom, where she studied a BA in Arabic 
and Middle East Studies and a Master of Research in Security, Conflict and Justice. During the BA degree, she did field research on 
Arabic Language, Literature and Culture at Damascus University for 10 months. Andreea Stoian Karadeli’s research is 
multidisciplinary with the main focus on the evolution of religiously inspired terrorism after the Arab Spring, with intensive work in 
Syria and Turkey and on ISIS formation and evolution, conflict resolution, intercultural communication, face reading techniques and 
forensic profiling. Miss Karadeli’s work on ISIS includes a complete database of ISIS activity in Turkey and EU member states during 
the period between 2013 and 2019. Apart from her academic work, she is also delivering terrorism-related courses in the training 
programmes organized by the Center for Excellence Defence Against Terrorism in Ankara, Turkey.  

2. North Atlantic Treaty Organization (1956), Report of the Committee of Three on Non Military Cooperation in NATO, 3 noiembrie 
2008 http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_17481.htm. 
3. Daniel Keohane (2016), NATO, the EU, and the Curse of Suez, Strategic Europe (blog), Carnegie Europe, 14 octombrie, http://
carnegieeurope.eu/ strategiceurope/64859. 
4. North Atlantic Treaty Organization (1956), Report of the Committee of Three on NonMilitary Cooperation in NATO, 3 noiembrie 
2008. 
5. North Atlantic Treaty Organization (1949), The North Atlantic Treaty, 21 martie 2016, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/
official_texts_17120 .htm.  
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 represent an opportunity for NATO leaders to 
reconsider the organization’s role on the inter-
national scene and both its military and, more 
than ever before, its political potential. As people 
continue to flee conflicts and look for new places 
to settle; as host countries struggle to accommo-
date a massive influx of refugees, and new con-
flicts erupt over strained resources, NATO’s role 
has evolved from ensuring state security to as-
suring the security of people. Towards this end, 
the important role that the Alliance plays in pre-
venting statelessness and building stability in 
crisis-prone areas makes a strong NATO all the 
more necessary and pertinent today. 

Today’s crisis is formed out of a variety of inter-
twined internal and external factors such as ter-
rorism (both religiously inspired and right-wing 
extremism), cyber attacks, energy insecurity, 
new asymmetrical threats, lack of common per-
ception of threats among the allies, the rise of 
populist and anti-American movements across 
Europe, Russia’s aggression in Ukraine and Syr-
ia, and its involvement with Turkey, disinfor-
mation campaigns aimed at weakening the West, 
the uncertainty of the position taken by the Unit-
ed States following the 2016 presidential elec-
tion, and the increasing number of refugees fol-
lowing conflicts around the globe.  NATO faces a 
multitude of challenges along its Eastern and 
Southern flanks. As a result, the context pushes 
towards an urgent need for long-term mecha-
nisms to protect the Euro-Atlantic community’s 
way of life, shared values, and security, by mili-
tary and, most of all, political means.  

Although it is treated as a new problem and as 
a threat to the western society, the refugee crisis 
is not a situation that was created over night, but 
it is rather a result of the failures suffered by the 
international community and international or-
ganizations in providing peace and stability in 
power vacuum places such as the Middle East 
and North Africa. The lack of an efficient strategy 
in crisis zones like Syria were the starting point 

for a chain reaction that resulted in an increas-
ing number of refugees in Western countries 
that has eventually paved the way for extremist 
far-right parties and politicians to increase their 
popularity. Terrorism is indeed on the rise as a 
result of the refugee crisis, but it is not neces-
sarily the religious inspired one. It is instead the 
right-wing extremism that grows and infiltrates 
among our western communities, winning 
hearts and minds as well as the call for jihad 
does. Europe's traditional centrist coalition lost 
its majority in the European Union's parliamen-
tary elections in May 2019, with far-right popu-
list parties and liberal, pro-European Union par-
ties both gaining ground6. If NATO wants to as-
sume a stronger role in the current refugee crisis 
– which is not necessarily a will, but a must –, 
the organization needs to go back to the roots 
and reposition the first piece of the domino, 
while taking up the other pieces.  

The world today is facing an unprecedented 
migration crisis with 68.5 million forcibly dis-
placed people worldwide. This number also in-
cludes 25.4 million refugees7 and, as a starting 
point, NATO has operations in many of the coun-
tries from which people are fleeing conflict, civil 
war, and unrest. NATO’s presence is crucial to 
restoring stability to these regions and strength-
ening governance. For instance, NATO is an ac-
tive member of the Global Coalition to Defeat the 
Islamic State in Syria and Iraq. As a strategy to 
restore the beginning of the Domino chain, 
NATO’s focus on rebuilding broken states and 
stabilizing conflict areas through peacekeeping 
and capacity-building missions in places like 
Syria and Iraq8, can be a long-term efficient ap-
proach to reducing the influx of refugees.  

Moreover, `adaptability` should be a key word 
to define NATO’s strategy for the refugee crisis. 
Whether it is ISIS in Syria, al-Qaeda and the Tali-
ban in Afghanistan or drug cartels in Latin Amer-
ica, NATO’s ability to adapt to the emerging con-
texts, different geographies, societies and cul-

6. Anderson (2019), „4 Takeaways from the European Parliament Election Results”, National Public Radio, https://
www.npr.org/2019/05/27/727293356/4-takeaways-from-the-european-parliament-election-results. 
7. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2018), „Global Trends”, https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html. 
8. Milkoreit (2007), „Taking the Civil Dimension of Security Seriously - NATO as the Post-Conflict Reconstruction Organization, 
NATO Review, 
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/2007/Military_civilian_divide/postconflict_reconstruction_organization/EN/index.htm. 

http://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
http://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
http://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
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tures might be the key for an efficient long-term 
strategy. In this case, an international allied ef-
fort needs to be implemented, not only through 
military means, but mostly through political 
ones. The whole world witnessed how delayed 
operations like the ones in Kosovo or in Syria 
result in humanitarian disasters that have long-
term global effects. 

In the past, NATO has proved its adaptability to 
the nature of crisis on several occasions and for 
instance, the organization helped the African Un-
ion (AU) expand its peacekeeping and humani-
tarian mission in Sudan by coordinating the air-
lift of more than 30,000 AU troops into the re-
gion between June 2005 and December 2007. 
NATO has also responded to crisis that came 
from natural disasters, such as the 7.6-
magnitude earthquake that struck Pakistan in 
2005, killing more than 80,000 people and leav-
ing four million homeless. NATO brought in tons 
of food and relief supplies and airlifted medical 
units and engineers into the region. These two 
examples stand as proof that the Alliance has the 
potential to go beyond its well-known military 
dimension and to provide help in various situa-
tions. However, this potential needs to be devel-
oped and tailored according to the context.  

Although unfortunate, the current refugee cri-
sis is also an opportunity for NATO to prove its 
adaptation and modernisation capabilities, both 
at external and internal levels: while it can en-
hance further cooperation between NATO and 
its partners, it can also push towards the organi-
zation’s process of integrating strategic and op-
erational planning for an unidirectional, multi-
domain approach to the defence of Europe – an 
important pillar of NATO. Among the twenty-
nine allies, twenty-two are members of the Euro-
pean Union. This means that NATO and EU share 
one set of forces and, at the same time, one set of 
economic and diplomatic instruments. The refu-
gee crisis in the EU is, therefore, an important 
subject for NATO and proves once more the ne-
cessity of inter-organisational coherence to-

wards a common comprehensive strategy. So 
far, the EU and NATO have gradually developed 
a common path to tackle the refugee crisis, but 
there is still a long journey ahead. On 7 March 
2016, NATO and Frontex (the EU agency respon-
sible for external border control) agreed on a set 
of joint efforts to address the refugee and migra-
tion crisis9. The cooperation represents the 
starting point of a ‘common understanding’ on 
the modalities of the cooperation, which in prac-
tical terms basically means ensuring consistency 
and complementarities of the Frontex operation 
and NATO’s support activities. 

In other words, the context of the refugee crisis 
opened a new area of cooperation for the two 
sides. If NATO and the EU could build on initial 
cooperation on migration issues to successfully 
map and coordinate their efforts, and those of 
their members and partners, NATO would be 
able to focus on the areas where it can add the 
most value: collective defence (which it provides 
directly in the form of, for example, a robust 
maritime presence in the Mediterranean) and 
defence capacity building (which it provides in 
cooperation with regional partners). Defence 
Capacity Building is already an important field 
for NATO, through various counter-terrorism 
trainings and operations in Tunisia or by prepar-
ing Jordan’s security forces and institutions10. 
These activities involve both local ownership 
and responsibility and international collabora-
tion and coordination between partners in the 
region and between those partners and the EU. 
Creating a stable and peaceful environment in-
stead of the power vacuums in the conflict areas 
is the only lasting solution for the refugee crisis 
and, in this case, NATO plays a key role due to its 
double potential: military and political. Initia-
tives such as the one on Defence Capacity Build-
ing build on NATO’s extensive track record and 
expertise in advising, assisting, training and 
mentoring countries that require defence and 
related security capacity building support. 
NATO’s unique defence expertise is used in or-

9. EEAS Press Team (2016), Joint Statement by High Representative Federica Mogherini and Commissioner Dimitris Avramopoulos 
on the Modalities of the Cooperation Between Frontex and NATO in the Aegean Sea, https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/
headquarters-homepage/2838_en. 
10. NATO (2018), Defence and Related Security Capacity Building Initiative, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/
topics_132756.htm 

https://www.nato.int/cps/uk/natohq/topics_49194.htm?selectedLocale=ru
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_50070.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_50070.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_50070.htm
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 der to provide and coordinate practical special-
ised support. Good progress continues on the 
DCB packages for Georgia, Iraq, Jordan and the 
Republic of Moldova. 

So far, NATO has undertaken some formal and 
informal institutional adaptations aimed specifi-
cally at addressing Europe’s southern neigh-
bourhood as a centre for the refugee crisis and 
also a melting point of terrorist roots. At the 
same time, the organization is undergoing 
broader adaptation aimed to keep up with the 
global challenges. In the case of the refugee cri-
sis, NATO has tried to tackle both the roots of the 
problem and the situation at the European bor-
ders where it proved to be an important asset in 
stopping illegal immigration. However, without 
a long-term comprehensive strategy that in-
volves adaptation to the context and cooperation 
with the other actors involved, these efforts re-
main rather disparate and insufficient. Bearing 
in mind that the refugee crisis is just one threat 
among a complex set of threats, achieving coher-
ence between approaches to state actors and 
non-state actors should be central to the process 
of refining and integrating NATO’s regionally-
focused operational plans into a clear, 360-
degree vision for the defence of Europe. 

In order to create a long-lasting strategy for the 
present international context and for the refugee 
crisis, NATO leaders might want to consider the 
following elements:  

- Firstly, in order to face the current threats, 
NATO needs to reinforce the alliance’s political 
dimension and to use it at its full potential. This 
means using the North Atlantic Council, which 
brings together alliance ambassadors on a week-
ly basis, as a regular, candid forum to discuss po-
litical issues. The political dimension is essential 
in order to cope with various challenges to the 
West’s political, security, and democratic sys-
tems—not only from Russia and the self-
proclaimed Islamic State but also from the dark-
er sides of globalization and technology, includ-
ing cyber-attacks; 

- Secondly, NATO needs to acknowledge the im-
portance of resilience. Terrorist attacks, whether 
conventional or hybrid, damage citizens’ confi-
dence and trust in governments. NATO and gov-

ernments must be able to rebuild societies 
quickly in the event of major attacks that could 
disrupt essential infrastructure. Resilience is 
about defending the Western liberal order. 
NATO’s role is crucial in this regard, provided it 
has the military capabilities to respond quickly 
to attacks. 

- Thirdly, NATO should strengthen further 
more the political bonds with the EU, as a vital 
element for political side of the transatlantic re-
lationship. Military and civilian tasks should not 
be considered separately, but intertwined. Last-
ly, NATO should go beyond its self-imposed 
boundaries and out of the `bubble`. NATO offi-
cials should leave their Brussels headquarters 
and travel to town halls, schools, colleges, and 
enterprises to explain what the alliance is about 
and why it is needed. 

Bearing in mind the evolving crisis worldwide 
and the development of further complex threats 
to the international security, the key towards 
ensuring the safety of our societies is adaptation. 
NATO has proved it has the capacity to continu-
ously adapt in order to face challenges and the 
refugee crisis is one example. However, the or-
ganization has not yet proved its full potential 
and has been rather reticent in joggling with 
both military and political assets. In order to 
cope with the refugee crisis in the EU, an im-
portant pillar for NATO, the organization needs 
to fight both the causing factors and the conse-
quences. While in the battle zone the military 
potential of the Alliance represents an ad-
vantage, back in Europe, this dimension can only 
serve to ensure border security. Complementary 
to these two aspects is the political dimension 
that comes hand in hand with EU’s abilities in 
this domain. NATO’s ongoing process of adapta-
tion and modernisation provides ways to trans-
form crisis into challenges and opportunities 
ranging from adjustments to NATO’s command 
structure to the integration of emerging opera-
tional plans.  

To sum up, there is only one way out of the 
complex crisis of today’s world that can ensure 
NATO’s success and survival – adaptability and 
the capability to notice the opportunity in the 
whole distorted picture.  
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Col. Gabriel RILLA1 

On the 12th-14th of June 2019, the Romanian 
city of Constanta held an international event that 
was dedicated to the betterment of the evalua-
tion and understanding of the security evolu-
tions in the region of the Black Sea and the Bal-
kans. The international conference the Black Sea 
and the Balkans Security Forum 2019 (BSBSF 
2019) has been an ongoing event, since 2017 
and has been jointly organised by the Romanian 
Advanced Study Centre, New Strategy Centre, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of De-
fence, NATO’s Public Diplomacy Division, the 
Metropolitan Area Authorities of Constanta and 
the Ovidius University in Constanta. The event 
has brought together this year, over 500 partici-
pants, both from Romania and from abroad – 
government officials, scholars, experts from the 
defence industry, think-tanks and journalists. 

The hosts proficiently managed to assemble 
relevant personalities to tackle the proposed de-
bates, and managed to create the proper envi-
ronment for dialogue and the exchange of opin-
ions and ideas, as well as for generating new 
concepts on how to address security matters in 
the region and beyond, onto NATO’s Eastern 
flank. The guests, highly experienced profession-
als – Romanian and foreign officials, NATO and 
EU, members belonging to institutions dealing 
with matters of national security and for-
eign affairs, scholars, defence industry repre-
sentatives and journalists – talked about the cur-
rent and emerging challenges in the region, that 
are important to Romanian, as well as Euro-
Atlantic security. 

BSBSF 2019 included on its agenda a series of 
topics referring to military and hybrid threats, 
informational warfare, cyber warfare and the 
influence of climate change or religion on the 
risks and threats in the region. The debates cov-

ered and considered the impact the military in-
fluence in the Black Sea area has over the whole 
region, as well as the importance of certain initi-
atives such as Bucharest 9 and the Three Seas 
Initiative in managing not only military, but also 
other security challenges and threats. The vari-
ous themes and the professionals and experts 
present at the event practically make BSBSF 
2019 a forum that provides an efficient way to 
generate new ideas to strengthen regional secu-
rity, and connect them to NATO’s actions. 

The Chief of Defence Staff, General Nicolae Ciu-
ca, delivered a speech about “Military Mobility: 
Key Area of NATO–EU Cooperation”. Starting 
from the idea that the current European security 
environment really needs a fast response, NATO 
must be able to quickly provide the necessary 
forces, at the right place and time, so that it can 
properly manage potential threats. A key feature 
to ensure NATO’s deterrence and defence capa-
bilities is its ability to quickly deploy its re-
sponse forces. 

The Chief of Defence made a short list of the 
national efforts in the field of military mobility 
that are meant to ensure the quick and unre-
stricted deployment of the allied forces and their 
strategic partners on our national territory, in 
order to support military operations, should the 
situation occurs. His expose underlined a series 
of actions regarding military mobility that Ro-
mania focuses on at the moment. 

He reminded us of our national duties in so far 
as: the initiatives regarding the permanent and 
structured European cooperation, the issue con-
cerning “dual-use” infrastructure development 
and the harmonisation of law and specific proce-
dures. As such, Romania joined the European 
Union Common Security and Defence Policy and 
became involved in the military mobility pro-
jects that it developed. In this context, the Euro-
pean Council adopted a list of projects proposed 

1. Colonel Gabriel Rilla is a Strategic Planning specialist in the Defence Staff, Romanian Armed Forces  
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 by the European Defence Agency and the main 
actions that have been and are to be taken in-
clude: managing diplomatic border crossing 
(military equipment and personnel) agreements, 
expanding the transportation infrastructure, 
simplifying custom procedures and harmonizing 
legal frameworks. 

Underlining the fact that one of the main ac-
tions, regarding military mobility, that are to be 
taken in 2019, refers to the development of the 
transportation infrastructure and its affiliated 
projects, the Chief of Defence also mentioned the 
need to analyse and prioritise the projects re-
garding the development of the transportation 
infrastructure on a national level, as well as co-
operate with the Ministry of Transportation in 
order to identify the most effective projects re-
lated to the Trans-European Transport Network 
(TEN-T) corridors that cross Romania. 

TEN-T’s infrastructure is generally seen as a 
priority to the development of the Romanian 
transportation infrastructure, so there already 
are projects concerning this, included in the Na-
tional Transportation Master Plan. There still 
are short and long term projects to be identified, 
that are financially sustainable and that truly 
support NATO and EU’s Quick Response Forces 
and mostly the Very High Readiness Joint Task 
Forces. 

As far as military mobility is concerned, the 
Chief of Defence insisted on the fact that NATO 
and the EU agreed on com-
bining their objectives and 
actions. The EU has 
emerged as the leader in 
the field using political, 
legal and financial instru-
ments to obtain concrete 
results, both on a short, as 
well as on a medium term. 
Romania, both as a NATO 
and an EU member follows 
the instructions of the two 
and complies with their 
requests, at least as far as 
military mobility is con-
cerned. 

At the same time, the Chief of Defence empha-
sized the fact that developing military mobility 
projects on a national scale implies a wider ap-
proach and cooperation between institutions 
that go beyond the resources, capabilities and 
abilities of the Romanian Ministry of Defence. 
That is why it works with the Ministry of Trans-
portation, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the 
Ministry of Regional Development and Public 
Administration, in order to harmonize legal 
frameworks and implement common projects. 

The involved institutions should analyse and 
prioritize the development projects of the trans-
portation infrastructure on the national level, in 
cooperation with the Ministry of Transportation. 
Considering the high complexity of these pro-
jects, the cooperation between ministries en-
sures an efficient participation to the meetings 
organised by the European Defence Agency and 
NATO. 

The Chief of Defence came to the conclusion 
that the development, during a time of peace, of 
an effective infrastructure that ensures the liber-
ty of movement may be seen as deterrence on 
NATO’s Eastern flank. Therefore, Romania is en-
gaged in facilitating military mobility projects on 
its territory, according to EU regulations, but al-
so according to NATO’s specific requirements, as 
well as and those of its strategic partners.  
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Vladimir SOCOR1 

 

Part One 

Ambassadors from Russia, Ukraine, the Organi-
zation for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE), the United States, and the European Un-
ion, collectively the mediators and observers to 
the Transnistria conflict-settlement negotia-
tions, held talks in Chisinau and Tiraspol on July 
12. This group seeks to promote the resumption 
of active negotiations after last month’s regime 
change in Moldova. The negotiations’ professed 
goals are a) “small steps” to upgrade Transnis-
tria’s distinctive prerogatives, leading toward b) 
a “special status for Transnistria within Moldo-
va” (Osce.org, July 12). 

Moving through “small 
steps” toward a “special 
status” is inherently dan-
gerous to Moldova, and 
is a matter of concern to 
neighboring Ukraine. 
Apart from the primordi-
al Russian inspiration of 
the whole process 
(which should have in-
validated this process 
from the outset), any ac-
celeration of these nego-
tiations could break 
apart Moldova’s coali-
tion of Western-oriented 
and Russia-friendly par-
ties that took office one 

month ago. Even Moldovan President Igor Do-
don, for all his links to Moscow, has said that 
Transnistria is a divisive issue that should be 
handled cautiously and even be left in abeyance 
for the time being, lest it bring the ruling coali-
tion in Chisinau down (IPN, June 28). 

Given that Russia designed this process at 
origin, with some Western chancelleries (from 
varying considerations) tagging along, and given 
the risk it now poses to Moldova’s internal sta-
bility, a “freeze” on this process would be the 
lesser evil, compared with continuing these ne-
gotiations in their present form (see Part Two). 

The “small steps” and “special status” are old 
goals on paper, but they are being pursued seri-
ously as operational goals since 2016, inherited 
from Germany’s then–minister of foreign affairs 

BLACK SEA – MEDITERRANEAN SEA AREA  
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 Frank-Walter Steinmeier and the US’s Barack 
Obama administration. Both were then in their 
final year in office, groping for some sort of lega-
cy; and they viewed the “Transnistria conflict” as 
susceptible of resolution by agreement with 
Russia, potentially an example for a “special sta-
tus” by agreement with Russia in Ukraine’s Don-
bas. This necessitates mischaracterizing the 
“Transnistria conflict” as internal to Moldova, 
rather than a Russia-Moldova inter-state con-
flict; and Russia as “mediator,” instead of aggres-
sor. The flaws in these assumptions remain un-
examined and continue to inspire the negotia-
tions, to Moldova’s direct detriment and poten-
tially Ukraine’s as well. 

The “Transnistria conflict” is a unique case in 
which Russian and Western (European and US) 
diplomats have acted in consensus, without ex-
hibiting any differences in their approach, in 
contrast to the other “frozen conflicts.” Germany 
is not one of the “mediators and observers” on 
this conflict, but has gained an influential role 
since 2018 by taking charge of the OSCE’s Chis-
inau Mission, which administers the negotiating 
process, overshadowing the US and EU, which 
merely hold observer status. Italy held the OS-
CE’s rotating chairmanship in 2018 and appoint-
ed the outspoken Russia-friendly politician 
Franco Frattini as the organization’s special rep-
resentative on Moldova. The OSCE’s Slovakian 
chairmanship in 2019 unnecessarily (and de-
parting from standard practice) has reappointed 
Frattini to this post. Moldova’s former govern-
ments, most recently that controlled by Vladimir 
Plahotniuc, passively accepted the “small steps” 
and the political objective of a “special status” 
for Transnistria. 

While Russian and some Western diplomats 
seem interested in mechanical “progress” to-
ward those goals (see above), serious reserva-
tions are heard from both sides of Moldova’s bi-
cephalous authorities who took office one month 
ago. The ACUM (“NOW”) block disagrees with 
the negotiations’ goals in their substance, while 
President Dodon has grown cautious and would 
play for time rather than be rushed into political 
negotiations. 

Moldova’s new prime minister, Maia Sandu 

(from ACUM), surprised the ambassadors’ group 
by challenging some fundamentals of these ne-
gotiations head on: the political objective, the 
direction of the “small steps,” and the impunity 
tacitly granted to Transnistria’s organized crime 
(Moldpres, July 12). 

“We owe some answers to our citizens,” Sandu 
told the ambassadors. “What is the goal of these 
negotiations? On the one hand, it is to settle this 
conflict politically, based on Moldova’s sover-
eignty and territorial integrity. On the other 
hand, Tiraspol pursues the goal of independ-
ence. Where, then, is the end station of this pro-
cess, given these mutually exclusive objectives? 
And which one of these objectives is being 
served by the policy of small steps? Throughout 
these years Chisinau has manifested openness 
toward Tiraspol. The latter has been accepted as 
a side to the negotiating process. Transnistrian 
residents enjoy freedom of movement in Moldo-
va and beyond, benefit from various projects, 
and Transnistria itself is part of Moldova’s free-
trade-zone with the EU. And yet, we are no clos-
er to a political settlement… The negotiating 
process must help combat Transnistria’s corrup-
tion and smuggling; this [anti-crime effort] must 
become a priority. As long as Transnistria re-
mains a major source of illegal enrichment for 
certain people, there cannot be any real progress 
toward a political solution” (Moldpres, July 13). 

The OSCE Mission’s chief, German diplomat 
Claus Neukirch, responding on the ambassadors’ 
group’s behalf, did not address those points. He 
simply reaffirmed that the goal is indeed to ad-
vance by small steps toward a special status for 
Transnistria (Moldpres, July 12). This repartee 
reflects: a) the OSCE’s de facto seniority over the 
mere “observers,” the US and the EU, in this ne-
gotiating process, b) Russia’s insurmountable 
influence in the OSCE, and c) the German gov-
ernment’s considering a possible accommoda-
tion with Russia in Moldova, after Berlin’s failed 
attempts (2014–2017) to promote the Russian-
drafted special status for Ukraine’s Donbas. 

The ambassadors’ group met as well with Presi-
dent Dodon and Deputy Prime Minister for Rein-
tegration Vasilii Shova, in Chisinau. Even Dodon 
expressed serious, if implicit reservations about 
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the prompt resumption of negotiations that the 
OSCE, Moscow and Tiraspol seem keen to launch 
now. Instead, Dodon suggested delaying any po-
litical negotiations into next year and adopting a 
different set of three priorities instead: 
“democratization of Transnistria, free movement 
of people and goods throughout Moldova’s terri-
tory, and reestablishment of a single economic 
space in the whole of Moldova” (Moldpres, July 
12). Without repudiating the small steps, this 
new set of priorities reflects Dodon’s reluctance 
to accelerate the political negotiations (see 
above). What Dodon has explicitly cast aside is 
his old, pet “federalization” project (see Part 
Two). 

 

Part Two 

Moldova’s regime change in June 2019 has 
overtaken some of the key assumptions of West-
ern diplomacy in the Transnistria conflict-
settlement negotiations. 

One Western assumption relates to the settle-
ment’s content. It holds that the settlement 
(“special status”) must be negotiated and enact-
ed with a Russian-installed, Moscow-loyal lead-
ership in Tiraspol. This would conserve Trans-
nistria’s existing geopolitical role and socio-
political system, as 
Tiraspol itself describes 
it: a strategic outpost of 
Russia, and a showcase of 
political-cultural assimi-
lation of non-Russians 
into the Russian World. 
At no point did Western 
diplomacy contemplate 
requiring political change 
in Transnistria as a pre-
requisite to any settle-
ment. Instead, by dint of 
inertia, the “small steps” 
have been moving for-
ward toward the goal of a 
special status. Russia 
could not alone have ad-
vanced its interests as it 
has through these negoti-
ations. Western indiffer-

ence or, since 2016, Western consent allowed 
this evolution, enabling Moscow to pose as a 
team player in the 5+2 format. The direction of 
this movement is a piecemeal sovereignization 
of Transnistria and corresponding de-
sovereignization of Moldova in that territory 
(see EDM, September 20, 26, 2018). 

Moldova’s new prime minister, Maia Sandu, 
however, has called for linking the negotiations 
with internal change in Transnistria. Combating 
Transnistria’s corruption and smuggling must 
become a priority, failing which there cannot be 
any real “small steps” toward a political solution, 
Sandu told a large visiting group of ambassadors 
involved in these negotiations. Even President 
Igor Dodon, who had earlier been keen to accel-
erate the negotiations with Tiraspol, suggested 
to the visiting diplomats to prioritize “human 
rights and democratization in Transnistria” over 
political negotiations (Moldpres, July 12; 
see EDM, July 17). Thus, slowing down and re-
thinking the negotiations, and linking them to 
internal change in Transnistria, is an idea that is 
taking shape in Chisinau following the regime 
change. 

A related Western assumption relates to the 
settlement’s process, both formal and, especially, 

Unofficial leader of Transnistria, oligarch Viktor Gushan  
(Source: fc-sheriff.com)  

https://jamestown.org/program/de-sovereignization-testing-a-conflict-resolution-model-at-moldovas-expense-in-transnistria-part-one/
https://jamestown.org/program/de-sovereignization-testing-a-conflict-resolution-model-at-moldovas-expense-in-transnistria-part-two/
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 informal. The assumption previously held that 
Moldova’s informal ruler Vladimir Plahotniuc 
and President Dodon would, through parallel 
efforts, continue to deliver “progress” in the ne-
gotiations. This assumption has also been invali-
dated—on both counts—following Moldova’s 
recent regime change. Plahotniuc had delivered 
on the “small steps” in 2017–2018, using both 
his internal authority and direct relationship 
with his separatist counterpart, Viktor Gushan, 
Transnistria’s informal “oligarchic” ruler. How-
ever, Plahotniuc fell from power in June 2019. 
For his part, Dodon was thwarted in his frantic 
efforts to negotiate with Transnistria’s “official” 
leader, Vadim Krasnoselski, toward a faster res-
olution. The Kremlin, content with the “small 
steps,” has declined to nudge Krasnoselski into 
negotiations with Dodon. Instead, Moscow 
wants Tiraspol to deal with Western diplomats 
directly. This has worked well for Tiraspol until 
now. 

The Organization for Security and Cooperation 
in Europe’s triple-headed management of these 
negotiations (Slovakian rotational chairmanship, 
German leadership of the OSCE’s Chisinau Mis-
sion, and Italian occupancy of the Special Repre-
sentative’s post) undoubtedly planned for 2019 
on that old, accustomed basis. But Plahotniuc is 
no more; and Dodon is deeply frustrated by Mos-
cow’s preference for direct negotiations be-
tween Tiraspol and Western diplomatic envoys, 
bypassing Chisinau and depriving Dodon of his 
domestic political card as Moldova’s reintegra-
tor. This helps explain Dodon’s remarks to West-
ern diplomats about the need for political 
change in Transnistria (see above). 

A third Western assumption, invalidated by 
Moldova’s regime change, concerns the internal 
political basis for negotiating a solution to the 
Transnistria conflict. That assumption held that 
it was at least desirable, perhaps necessary, to 
bring Plahotniuc and Dodon to a consensus on 
this issue. However, three changes have inter-
vened: a) Plahotniuc’s fall, b) Dodon’s official 
abandonment of the goal of federalization and 
his new, go-slow approach to political negotia-
tions (see EDM, July 18); and c) the sharp ques-
tioning of the “small steps” policy by the ACUM 

(“NOW”) block in the ACUM-Socialist governing 
coalition. These recent developments have total-
ly changed the prerequisites to a political con-
sensus in Chisinau regarding the resolution of 
the Transnistria conflict. 

The only consensus in Moldova’s bicephalous 
governing coalition is that a faster pace of inter-
national negotiations (in the 5+2 format) could 
fatally split the coalition. Both of its components 
prefer to delay any such denouement as long as 
feasible. Both prioritize cooperation on pressing 
domestic issues over divisive “geopolitical” is-
sues. 

The coalition’s two components will be equally 
influential in shaping Chisinau’s position in 
these negotiations; and they will not necessarily 
come into confrontation with each other. The 
chief negotiator, Deputy Prime Minister Vasilii 
Shova, closely linked with Dodon, has handled 
the Transnistria dossier in one way or another 
ever since 1991 (Noi.md, July 1, 2019), personi-
fying Chisinau’s institutional-bureaucratic 
memory on this issue. Shova is hardly a strategic 
conceptualizer but rather a meticulous execu-
tant of presidential instructions. 

On the ACUM side, a number of parliamentary 
deputies, first and foremost Oazu Nantoi and Ig-
or Munteanu, are the top experts on the Trans-
nistria conflict from the perspective of the pro-
Western civil society, and now as parliamentari-
ans. They have a strong track record of resisting 
“federalization,” “special status” or “small steps,” 
and of proposing alternative concepts of conflict-
resolution. These include a concept of Transnis-
tria’s political transformation and demilitariza-
tion as a prerequisite to any settlement of the 
conflict, but also a blocking concept of the unac-
ceptable “Red Lines” of an externally-driven so-
lution. 

These two centers of influence will probably 
balance each other out in the governing coali-
tion. Such balance—and, probably, informal con-
sultations between them—should avoid both 
pitfalls that lie ahead: either continuing “small 
steps” (sovereignizing Transnistria, de-
sovereignizing Moldova) or a breakup of the 
governing coalition over this issue. 

 

https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-president-dodon-casts-federalization-aside/
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Part Three 

A syndrome of impunity characterizes Trans-
nistria’s attitude toward the Organization for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the 
lead international actor in the Transnistria con-
flict-management and -resolution process. With 
Moscow’s support, Tiraspol is continually 
stretching the limits of the OSCE’s tolerance of 
Transnistrian breaches of the ground rules of 
this process (see Parts One and Two, EDM, July 
17, 22). Several recent episodes provide a repre-
sentative snapshot of the politics and the psy-
chology of this relationship. 

On July 11, Transnistria’s representative, Leo-
nid Manakov, delivered a speech during an offi-
cial session of the United Nations Human Rights 
Council in Geneva, seeking observer status for 
Transnistria—a form of international quasi-
recognition. Manakov is the head of the 
“Transnistrian Republic’s Official Representation 
in the Russian Federation,” which opened in Jan-
uary this year in downtown Moscow. The Moldo-
van government protested against the existence 
of this office more than once, and also over the 
Geneva speech. The OSCE kept silent, although 
both of Tiraspol’s moves contravene its status in 
the OSCE-led negotiating process. On July 12, 
Chisinau protested against Tiraspol’s decree that 
tightens the restrictions on movement across 
“Transnistria’s state border” (demarcation line 
within Moldova) by “foreign citizens” (i.e., Mol-
dova’s citizens). The OSCE remained silent again, 
although it officially promotes free movement on 
the negotiating agenda. 

At the same time, the OSCE Mis-
sion has even-handedly urged both 
“sides” to refrain from holding mili-
tary exercises in the buffer zone, 
although it is Transnistria that rou-
tinely holds such exercises, some-
times jointly with Russian troops. 
Most recently, Tiraspol militarized 
its unlawful “border” checkpoints 
(on the demarcation line from the 
rest of Moldova) and installed addi-
tional “Transnistrian border troops” 
there. The OSCE Mission does not 
make an issue of all this, possibly 

for fear of exposing the organization’s incapacity 
to react effectively (Mfa-pmr.org, Presi-
dent.gos.pmr.org, July 11, 12; Moldpres, July 11, 
12, 26; RFE/RL, July 24). 

The OSCE Mission tolerates all this passively 
because Russia is the real actor behind 
Tiraspol’s moves. It is Russia that is hosting 
Transnistria’s representation in Moscow, Russia 
that co-opted Manakov into its delegation in Ge-
neva—giving Tiraspol the floor there—and it is 
Russia that regularly conducts joint exercises of 
its troops with Transnistrian-flagged troops 
(themselves integrated into Russia’s command 
chain). The OSCE’s internal system, however, 
precludes the organization and its field missions 
from taking positions contrary to Russia’s inter-
ests on European security affairs (participant 
countries may do so in their own name within 
the OSCE, but not the organization or its repre-
sentatives). Unable to cope with Tiraspol’s day-
to-day provocations at the tactical level, and 
gagged by Russia’s veto, the OSCE presides over 
a negotiating process that consolidates Transnis-
tria’s functional separation from Moldova. 

The OSCE, however, is also a proactive contrib-
utor to this process. The current name of that 
process is the Berlin 2016 Package of “small 
steps,” which OSCE diplomats work to complete 
and develop further. This process requires uni-
lateral Moldovan socio-economic and legal con-
cessions to Tiraspol, cementing at the same time 
the political and military status quo that favors 
Tiraspol and Moscow. They win thereby on both 
counts. 

Source: OSCE 

https://jamestown.org/program/transnistria-freezing-as-the-lesser-evil-part-one/
https://jamestown.org/program/transnistria-freezing-as-the-lesser-evil-part-two/
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 The primary origins of this process are tracea-
ble to the measures proposed by Russia’s then–
prime minister Dmitry Medvedev in 2009 as 
preconditions to any political resolution of the 
Transnistria conflict. Moscow went on to block 
the whole process from 2011 until 2016, the 
year of the OSCE’s German chairmanship and 
final year of Frank-Walter Steinmeier as foreign 
minister. Steinmeier’s small-steps package, coor-
dinated with Russia ab initio, is more substance-
filled and streamlined than Medvedev’s concept 
had been; but the basic rationale remains that of 
meeting Russian preconditions to a resolution of 
the Transnistria conflict. Another Russia-
friendly diplomat, Franco Frattini, was appoint-
ed by the OSCE’s Italian and Slovakian chairman-
ships in 2018 and 2019, respectively, to promote 
the Berlin Package (see Parts One and Two). 

Russia’s tactic consists of adding precondition 
upon precondition to withdrawing its forces 
from Moldova’s territory. The OSCE’s 1999 sum-
mit decisions (not vetoed by Russia) had stipu-
lated the early, complete, unconditional with-
drawal of Russian forces. In 2002, however, the 
OSCE decided, at Russia’s insistence, to intro-
duce the notion of “conditions,” without specify-
ing what they were, thus leaving them up to Rus-
sia’s interpretation. In 2003, the OSCE simply 
eliminated the withdrawal deadline. From 2005 
onward, German diplomacy under Steinmeier 
argued, in the OSCE and elsewhere, that Russian 
“peacekeeping” troops are a stabilizing factor 
and should remain in place (their illegal status 
notwithstanding). In 2009, Russia introduced 
Medvedev’s concept (see above), a precursor to 
Berlin’s 2016 “small steps” and their current ex-
pansion. 

Meanwhile, Russia has added the “permanent 
neutrality of Moldova under reliable guarantees” 
as yet another precondition to the resolution of 
the Transnistria conflict. Russia refuses to with-
draw its troops until a political solution is 
agreed upon. And that solution must (under the 
Russian-written ground rules of the 5+2 format) 
be “acceptable to both sides,” i.e. subject to 
Tiraspol’s veto, which conveniently frees Russia 
from the onus of using its own veto. 

It is, therefore, chimerical to believe, and mis-

leading to pretend, that satisfying Moscow on 
the Berlin Package would suffice to meet Rus-
sia’s preconditions for negotiating a political and 
military resolution of this conflict. Chisinau had 
apparently chosen to believe in this linkage dur-
ing Vladimir Plahotniuc’s rule, but is reconsider-
ing its view after the regime change. The small 
steps are not preconditions to a solution, but 
merely to starting negotiations toward a solu-
tion. The participants in the 5+2 negotiating for-
mat define the eventual solution as Transnis-
tria’s return to Moldova with a “special status”—
the euphemism for a negotiated federalization. 

Russian and Western diplomacy in consonance 
employ that euphemism because federalization 
is anathema in Moldova. Even President Igor Do-
don has acknowledged this fact, following the 
recent regime change in Chisinau. A long-time 
proponent of federalization, Dodon has now cast 
this goal aside, declining to be rushed into politi-
cal negotiations and suggesting a slow-down in-
stead (see EDM, July 18). 

The Berlin Package is not a finite one but seem-
ingly open-ended, now being referenced as 
“Berlin Plus.” Its “small steps” are a pied piper’s 
tune. It seeks to guide Moldova toward sover-
eignizing Transnistria in the form of a special 
status, pre-determining its elements without po-
litical negotiations, and without seeking a quid 
pro quo in the form of progress on the withdraw-
al of Russian troops from Moldova’s territory. 

 

Part Four 

The 5+2 group—Russia, Ukraine, the Organiza-
tion for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE), the United States, the European Union, 
Chisinau, Tiraspol, in this shape since 2005—is 
officially titled as “Permanent Conference for Po-
litical Questions in the Framework of the Negoti-
ating Process on the Transnistrian Settle-
ment” (its Russian-defined terms of reference). 
Even under these terms, the 5+2 group is offi-
cially tasked to promote and negotiate a political 
solution. However, this group has in recent years 
been downgraded and used for promoting socio-
economic measures with legal consequences in 
Tiraspol’s favor Those “small steps” in the Berlin 
Package (see Part Three, EDM July 29) have be-

https://jamestown.org/program/transnistria-freezing-as-the-lesser-evil-part-one/
https://jamestown.org/program/transnistria-freezing-as-the-lesser-evil-part-two/
https://jamestown.org/program/moldovas-president-dodon-casts-federalization-aside/
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come the heart of the 5+2 group’s work. They 
are officially promoted as “measures to improve 
the life of the inhabitants on both sides,” as if to 
redefine the 5+2 from a political-diplomatic to a 
social-work forum. Some residents might benefit 
in some peripheral ways, but the main benefi-
ciaries are Transnistria’s authorities. 

The 5+2 annual meeting this coming October 
seems set to consider the possible recognition in 
some form of Transnistria’s distinctive banking 
system, its telephone network, and its railroad. 
These would become the next “small steps” un-
der the generic, open-ended Berlin Package. The 
OSCE looks forward to the approval of those 
measures in a “result-oriented meet-
ing” (Mfa.gospmr.org, July 24; Moldpres, July 24, 
25). 

The socio-economic “small steps” began pro-
ducing legal consequences already in 2018: rec-
ognizing distinctive Transnistrian car license 
plates for international traffic, erasing Moldova’s 
law on private agricultural land ownership in 
the Tiraspol-controlled territory (thus turning 
Moldovan farmers into conditional tenants), re-
nouncing Chisinau’s earlier legal jurisdiction 
over the “Moldovan”-language schools that use 
the Latin script (these schools are merely toler-
ated now, and barely) (see EDM, July 23, 
2018; September 20, 26, 2018). 

Such steps are cumulatively eroding Moldova’s 
formally recognized titles to sovereignty in 
Transnistria. The steps currently under discus-
sion on banking, the telephone system, and the 
railroad, could advance this trend further. While 
piecemeal, the trend points toward a de-
sovereignization of Moldova and, correspond-
ingly, sovereignization of Transnis-
tria. 

Those arrangements (and the 
planned ones ahead) are, ostensi-
bly, bilateral ones between Chis-
inau and Tiraspol under the OSCE’s 
mediation. Yet, they need moral-
political blessing in the 5+2 frame-
work in order to be seen as legiti-
mate—which, from Moldova’s 
standpoint, means the blessing of 
the EU and the US within that col-

lective framework. 

Brussels’s and Washington’s presence in this 
format is only symbolic. They are merely observ-
ers to the negotiations (they can look on and 
comment), a status inferior to that of Russia, the 
OSCE, and Ukraine as full participants. But the 
OSCE—outwardly the lead mediator—is not an 
independent actor, labouring as it does under 
Russia’s veto power inside the organization. 
Washington has, from time to time, worked 
around the 5+2 group, using instead the US-held 
post of OSCE Mission Chief to nudge Chisinau 
into the small steps of the Berlin process in 2017
–2018. This confused Chisinau at the official lev-
el and disappointed Chisinau’s core pro-Western 
groups. Brussels is practicing its own economic 
diplomacy toward Transnistria, while the EU’s 
position in the 5+2 group follows Germany’s 
“small steps” policy. Germany also pursues its 
own policy, outside the 5+2 format; but Germa-
ny has recently entered the 5+2 format semi-
officially by taking (from the US) the helm of OS-
CE’s Chisinau Mission and promoting the Berlin 
Package. Slovakia is chairing the OSCE in Vienna 
this year but has agreed to prolong the mandate 
of Moscow’s self-declared friend, Franco Frattini, 
as the OSCE chairmanship’s representative in 
these negotiations. Ukrainian diplomats, worried 
that a possible special status for Transnistria 
could set a precedent to be used against Ukraine, 
have nevertheless hunkered down in the 5+2 
forum until now (RFE/RL, July 1). 

The 5+2 forum has failed both to provide a gen-
uine negotiating platform and to protect Mol-
dova’s interests. Failure was unavoidable since 
Western diplomacy accepted Russia’s terms for 

Source: Moldova.org  

https://jamestown.org/program/russia-refocuses-its-efforts-on-drawing-in-moldova/
https://jamestown.org/program/russia-refocuses-its-efforts-on-drawing-in-moldova/
https://jamestown.org/program/de-sovereignization-testing-a-conflict-resolution-model-at-moldovas-expense-in-transnistria-part-one/
https://jamestown.org/program/de-sovereignization-testing-a-conflict-resolution-model-at-moldovas-expense-in-transnistria-part-two/
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 this group’s composition and ground rules. From 
2005 onward, Russia used this forum to imitate 
negotiations while Transnistria consolidated 
its de facto statehood. Western diplomacy went 
along passively for a decade but shifted to a 
more active stance from 2016 onward with the 
Berlin Package. This is a rare case (and the only 
case of a post-Soviet conflict) in which Russian 
and Western diplomacy seem to have worked 
out a consensus. 

The official designation, “negotiating process,” 
correctly suggests that it is not “frozen.” It is 
crawling forward but in the wrong direction. A 
temporary, undeclared freeze would be the least 
bad option in this situation and could still be 
considered informally by some of the partici-
pants in the 5+2 negotiating format, ahead of the 
annual meeting in October and the OSCE’s own 
year-end meeting. 

Advancing this process any further is possible 
only at Moldova’s expense and to Russia’s and 
Transnistria’s continuing satisfaction. The OS-
CE’s institutional-bureaucratic interest drives it 
to “move forward” and “show results,” particu-
larly by conference deadlines (twice in Bratisla-
va this year). Berlin is also vested in this process 
in the context of its own policy toward Russia. 
But there is no discernible reason for Washing-
ton, Brussels or Kyiv to promote such a process. 
They could justifiably halt this process tempo-
rarily, for a thorough reconsideration of its 
premises and its objectives. A pause for thought 
is long overdue, and it need not be termed a 
“freeze” even if it would amount to one.  

 

 
 

 
 

Ben HODGES1 
I was recently in Belgrade 
this past May, at the annual 
NATO Week, co-hosted by 
the courageous and inde-

fatigable Jelena Milic of the Center for Euro-
Atlantic Studies, Ambassador Bjornstad of Nor-
way, and the NATO Public Diplomacy Direc-
torate.  I also had the privilege to meet with 
President Vucic of Serbia. 

I left Belgrade concerned but strangely optimis-
tic.  

It is time for a strong, concerted effort, led by 
the United States but in coordination with the 
European Union and NATO, to create the condi-
tions that will enable Serbia and Kosovo to reach 
mutual consent on their ultimate relationship. 

The three keys to achieving this are: 

 #1 Give them space...create space for Presi-
dent Vucic of Serbia and President Thaci of Ko-
sovo to talk, negotiate, compromise.  The West 
should refrain from imposing red lines and lec-
turing these Leaders.  We’ve got to give them 
hope...Western integration must feel real, with 
tangible economic benefits...this will enable both 
Presidents to push back on those groups in their 
own populations who don’t see the benefit in 
Western integration.  The United States, NATO, 
and the EU can do this.   

1. Lieutenant General (Retired) Frederick Benjamin “Ben” Hodges holds the Pershing Chair in Strategic Studies at the Center for 
European Policy Analysis. His last Military assignment was Commander, United States Army Europe from 2014 to 2017.  
Starting with his tenure at the command of USAREUR, Ben Hodges has been one of the greatest supporters of the Eastern Flank of 
NATO, with a particular focus on the Black Sea Region. His genuine, passionate yet outstandingly professional views and approach 
to European security have produced a profound impact in Washington DC among both policymakers and experts.  
Most recently, Ben Hodges traveled the region in May-June 2019 and was one of the featured guest speakers at the third edition of 
the Black Sea and Balkans Security Forum (Mamaia, Romania, June 12-14). He brought a crucial contribution to the success of the 
Forum hosted on the Romanian shores of the Black Sea by identifying the main threats to the security and stability of the region and 
ways to counter them.      
2. The article above was originally published by Ben Hodges on his personal blog at the Alpen Group. The Alphen Group (TAG) is an 
informal network of leading strategic thinkers who have come together to consider the future of the transatlantic relationship and 
European security and defence, and do something about it.  
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 #2 Local solutions...look at what happened 
in Northern Macedonia.  Thanks to the political 
courage of two leaders, and to the external sup-
port which created space for them to negotiate, 
and despite efforts by the Kremlin to derail it, 
the name issue was resolved and thus the future 
looks much brighter for the people of Northern 
Macedonia.  The Serbia-Kosovo conflict is a dif-
ferent situation of course and may be more diffi-
cult to resolve.  But give Presidents Vucic and 
Thaci the chance to demonstrate that same sort 
of courage and statesmanship by allowing them 
to come up with their own solutions...they’re the 
ones who’ll have to live with the consequences.   

#3 Strategic options...President Vucic needs 
strategic options for Serbia...other than becom-
ing the “Cuba” or “Venezuela” of South-eastern 
Europe...a satellite state that is tied only to the 
Kremlin which gains no long-term benefits for 
its people as a result.  Instead, Serbia can be-
come a responsible, stabilizing influence in the 
region by reaching a peaceful agreement with 
Kosovo.  

Why is this so difficult? 

The Serbian President is under immense pres-
sure from inside Serbia and from Russia.  Koso-
vo’s 100% tariff on Serbian goods crippled his 
negotiating position.  He was also recently criti-
cized by the Serbian Orthodox Clergy, de-
nounced as a traitor if he 
contemplates recognizing 
Kosovar independence. 

The Kremlin’s principal 
leverage in Serbia comes 
from Serbia’s need for Rus-
sian Federation support in 
the UN Security Council 
when Kosovo declared its 
independence.  The Krem-
lin knows this of course 
and therefore has no incen-
tive to resolve the situa-
tion.   

Moscow often bypasses 
President Vucic, applying 
pressure through the Cler-
gy, fringe trade unions of 
active military and police 

personnel, and others who sense they will lose 
something if Kosovo gains formal Serbian recog-
nition of its independence. 

President Thaci faces similar challenges where 
frustration too often leads some Kosovar politi-
cal groups to call for more aggressive action to-
wards Serbia or a union with Albania. 

Despite all of this, President Vucic and Presi-
dent Thaci have both demonstrated statesman-
ship in the past several months, trying to find a 
solution to what seems to the West an intracta-
ble situation.   All this underscores the fact that 
both these Leaders need Western support. 

The Balkans Summit in Berlin was not a suc-
cess...but the Serbian delegation showed maturi-
ty and Statesman-like poise...and that perhaps 
offers some hope for the upcoming Paris Summit 
in July.  

We may soon have a window of opportunity to 
build fresh impetus towards resolution.  The Eu-
ropean Council, supported by a new European 
Commission could restore hope for EU member-
ship for Serbia and Kosovo, assuming they make 
progress towards meeting EU standards.  NATO 
could also use the coming Summit in London to 
re-emphasize the KFOR mission.  NATO is aided 
in this effort as both militaries are led by General 
Officers who understand and respect the West, 

President Vucic of Serbia and President Thaci of Kosovo 
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 and recognize that NATO provides stability, not 
a threat. 

But the military domain in Serbia also remains 
uniquely susceptible to Russian influence.  For 
example, a recent military parade in Nis to com-
memorate the end of World War II featured only 
Russian and Serbian troops.  This was an insult 
to the Western Allies and was part of an effort to 
revise history to demonstrate that Russia is the 
only friend on which Serbia can depend.  It is in-
cumbent on President Vucic to correct this mis-
take in time for the 75thAnniversary next year. 

So what needs to be done? 

America could have decisive effect in the region 
if we employ a comprehensive strategic ap-
proach (well-integrated with EU and NATO ef-
forts) that creates the political space for these 
Leaders, protects them from internal and exter-
nal pressures, and offers hope on the other side 
of what will be very tough but necessary com-
promises...but only if we convey the same level 
of commitment we showed during the Dayton 
Peace Accord negotiations and prior deployment 
of the IFOR and SFOR, which eventually brought 
a fractious but sustainable peace to the Western 
Balkans.  

Critically, the West needs a respected senior 
diplomat to conduct “shuttle diplomacy” for this 
situation...similar to the role played by Ambassa-
dor Richard Holbrooke during the Dayton Peace 
Accords. Someone who can imbue the negotia-
tions with a sense of urgency and who has the 
backing of the major and region-
al powers, the EU, and other key 
stakeholders, such as Romania, 
which also has a key role to play, 
given its strategic location con-
necting the Balkans and the 
greater Black Sea region.  In-
deed, even though Romania has 
not recognized Kosovo’s inde-
pendence, it can have a moder-
ating effect on Serbia. 

NATO’s KFOR mission must 
also be kept in place.  Senior Al-
banian and Serbian leaders 
pleaded with me in the past, 
when I was Commanding Gen-

eral of US Army Europe, to keep it there because 
it was the only anchor of stability in the Re-
gion.  More NATO cooperation with Serbian 
Armed Forces must also be encouraged, as well 
as a responsible and effective transition for the 
Kosovo Armed Forces established. 

Finally, Serbia and Kosovo must make serious 
progress towards meeting the requirements for 
EU Membership, instead of constantly bashing 
Brussels.   

Conclusion 

We are back in Great Power Competition and 
it’s time for the West to use positive influence in 
the Region.  We should continue to defend prin-
ciples and uphold values...but that doesn’t have 
to mean lectures or red lines.  Instead, let’s com-
pete there...the Russians and Chinese will surely 
fill any vacuum...let’s compete and enable the 
development of potential and hope.  We have a 
better story to tell.  
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Ambassador Professor  

Dumitru CHICAN 

 

I 

On the 10th of July 2019, Brussels was the host 
of a series of intense consultations and discus-
sions between European Union experts, whose 
main topic was the possible adoption and imple-
mentation of new international sanctions 
against Turkey. The reunions took place as a re-
sponse to what the European community be-
lieved to be the “illegal” and “provocative” policy 
conducted by Turkey lately, a policy that threat-
ens the stability and geostrategic balance in the 
Eastern part of the Mediterranean. The direct 
causes of these concerns lie with two of the most 
dynamic decisions taken by the Turkish regime. 
Firstly, the declarations and measures to resume 
geological drillings in order to find and exploit 

oil and natural gas reserves in the exclusive eco-
nomic zone of Cyprus. This is an area of compet-
ing economic interests of Cyprus, Greece, Israel, 
Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon on one hand, and on 
the other, of some European countries that claim 
primacy of exploitation of the major hydrocar-
bon reserves that have been recently discovered 
here. Secondly, the decision of Turkey – an im-
portant NATO member – to purchase and deploy 
on its territory Russian S-400 missile systems. 
All of a sudden Turkey’s decisions place the 
country in opposition with European countries 
and economic partners on one side, and with the 
USA and NATO on the other side – strategically, 
militarily and politically speaking. 

As foreseen, the Turkish have rejected the accu-
sations and measures considered against them 
by the Western community and Turkey’s region-
al neighbours. A declaration issued by the Turk-
ish Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that those 
who accuse Turkey have lost their sense of neu-
trality and with it their impartiality as mediators 
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 in the Cyprus conflict. It also announced that the 
drilling vessels “Fetih” and “Yavuz” have been 
relocated east off the coasts of Cyprus, where 
they would begin geological surveys and drilling 
operations. Moreover, the foreign affairs minis-
ter Mevlu t Çavuşog lu warned the European Un-
ion in a press release that any eventual action 
against Turkey would produce no results; on the 
contrary, it could have unpredictable conse-
quences on a military level. The Turkish politi-
cian also stated that unless the parties agree on a 
fair distribution of natural reserves in the re-
gion, Turkey will continue to protect the rights 
of Turkish citizens in Cyprus by all necessary 
means. 

For its part, the US State Department issued a 
statement expressing “deep concern” over Tur-
key’s actions, calling on all riverine states to 
commit themselves to “restraint” and “dialogue“ 
in order to peacefully manage the crisis generat-
ed by Turkey’s “provocative attempts”, and 
warning with new sanctions. 

The past three years of major natural gas dis-
coveries in the exclusive economic zones of Syr-
ia, Lebanon, Cyprus, and Israel and the prospects 
of the exploitation of new oil resources have 

turned the Eastern part of the Mediterranean 
into a theatre of complicated political tensions. 
These tensions caused heated disputes and de-
bates that focused on the necessity to restore the 
geopolitical balance and redesign the sea bor-
ders between regional countries and world play-
ers on the contemporary market of conventional 
energy resources. Drawn after the creation of 
Israel in 1948, these borders have been a perma-
nent source of conflict and diplomatic and politi-
cal confrontations that threaten to get worse. 
The substantial gas reserves, in the billions of 
cubic meters, show that this part of the Mediter-
ranean may become a first class actor on the 
global energy market. Energy, if one may say so, 
as the only common factor in the regional eco-
nomic identity, has become and continues to be 
a key and decisive element in the context of the 
current extensive geopolitical confrontation on 
the regional chessboard.  

Under these circumstances, the intensification 
of conflicts and disputes generated by the recent 
discovery of hydrocarbons and natural gas in the 
exclusive economic zones of Cyprus and Israel in 
particular, constitutes one of the most unstable 
evolutions in the eastern part of the Mediterra-

Air defense systems S-400 https://www.zerohedge.com 
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nean. This is one of the most complex and dis-
puted region in today’s geopolitics, both on short 
as well as on long term. And, as long as they are 
not rationally and cautiously dealt with, these 
multiple challenges will face the consequences of 
a hasty short term solution - an attribute of re-
gional policies – and the situation will become, 
sooner or later, a new and explosive epicentre of 
regional conflict.  

 

II 

Beside Turkey’s determination in dealing with 
existing tensions, new ones threaten to emerge 
and add to the destabilizing factors deriving 
from the fierce competition for energy re-
sources. We should not forget the increasingly 
vocal American warnings to Ankara regarding 
the “serious” consequences and penalties en-
tailed by any decision of president Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan to add to his country’s military arsenal 
Russian S-400 systems. The State Department 
warned Ankara several times that either the Ad-
ministration or the Congress will take punitive 
sanctions if Turkey chooses to ignore the com-
mitments it has taken as a strategic ally to the US 
and as a founding member of NATO, as well as a 
strategic ally to the Euro-Atlantic region, in gen-
eral. In their turn, Turkish officials haven’t hesi-
tated to accuse NATO of affecting Turkey’s inter-
ests in the Eastern Mediterranean through the 
Alliance policy to “contain” and “suppress” Anka-
ra’s regional programmes. According to the 
same Turkish officials, Erdogan’s regime is ready 
to respond “with determination” to NATO’s poli-
cies, which inevitably means another tension 
point in a region already filled with 
tensions. 

All the above led, lately, to an im-
portant question – is Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s vision part of a pre-set 
plan already set in motion, or is it the 
result of a series of set-backs and fail-
ures that Turkey has accumulated 
over past few years? The failures that 
marked the Turkish involvement in 
Syria, the swift Russian and Iranian 
military interventions in a political 
region that Turkey sees as a “vital 

space” to its regional projects, the series of con-
cessions the Turkish president has made to Vla-
dimir Putin, the fading of the slogans regarding 
the Turkish “paradigm” of eastern Islamic evolu-
tion and the loss of meaning of the “zero prob-
lems” relationships with its neighbours are just a 
few.  

In the end, Turkey’s regional policy obsessively 
and almost exclusively focuses on one objective 
only – the annihilation of the “existential danger” 
that the Kurdish minority poses to the national 
unity and sovereignty of this country – an obses-
sion that resulted in the severe degradation of 
the relations between Turkey on one side, and 
the USA and Europe on the other.  

Under such circumstances, one should not be 
surprised that analysts and observers show con-
cern and openly ask whether we are witnessing 
an undeclared cold war and Turkey’s leaning to-
wards Russia, with all the consequences such an 
evolution inevitably has over the relations with, 
and reactions from, from NATO and the area 
stretching towards the Golden Horn. All the 
above mean new concerns regarding the securi-
ty of the three seas that NATO and Turkey are 
neither far from, nor strangers to.  
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Reza SHAHRESTANI 

I 

For the past 40 years, since the Iranian Islamic 
Revolution, the relations between the United 
States and the Islamic Republic of Iran haven’t 
been what one may call normal – as the concept 
is defined by international law and the diplomat-
ic customs and practices. 

These past four decades the White House host-
ed seven US presidents – three democrats and 
four republicans – while Iran had six presidents 
serving ten mandates. Neither abandoned their 
hostility nor gave up the defining concepts of 
”Great Satan” (as Tehran calls Washington) or 
”the Rebel State” and the leader of the ”Axis of 
Evil” (as Washington calls Tehran). The only ex-
ception was the adoption of the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), an agreement 
signed between Iran, on one side, and the per-
manent members of the UN Security Council, 
Germany, and the European Union on the other. 
The document was meant to regulate and estab-
lish a control mechanism over the Iranian nucle-
ar programme and thwart Tehran’s efforts to 
build a nuclear arsenal. On the 8th of May 2018, 
President Donald Trump made public the deci-
sion for his country to withdraw from the JCPOA 
and initiate a programme of severe sanctions 
against the Iranian theocratic regime. 

Looking beyond analyses, arguments and parti-
san positions, there is the fact that, the current 
upsurge in tensions (since spring 2019) between 
the Trump Administration and Ali Khamenei’s 
theocratic regime is accompanied by the danger 
of an unpredictable degradation of the security 
situation that may lead to a conflict and, no mat-
ter its size or the seriousness of threats from 
both sides, requires caution. When we speak of 
this, we think of the Persian Gulf, an area that 
has been weathered by numerous and dramatic 
conflicts with a potential of expansion and de-

struction difficult to quantify only through the 
lens of the outdated formula “winners versus 
losers”. We believe it would be totally counter-
productive to look at these tensions with a sub-
jective eye, given the fact that both actors pro-
vide arguments that lack substance and counter-
arguments that are in their own interests and 
support their views. 

After the apparition of the Islamist regime in 
Iran, in 1979, the area of the Arab-Persian Gulf 
had to cope with three major conflagrations that 
have deeply marked the long term stability and 
security equation in this part of the world: 

- The war between Iraq - lead by Saddam Hus-
sein’s Baas regime - and the Islamic Iran. The 
eight-year conflict (1980-1988) has led to many 
victims – around one million dead – and a finan-
cial damage of approximately 900 billion dollars, 
on both sides; 

- The second Gulf War (1990-1991). It was 
triggered by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and 
concluded with the latter’s liberation, with the 
help of the UN forces and decisive American and 
British military contributions (the “Desert Storm 
and “Desert Fox” operations); 

- The third Gulf War, in April 2003, when a 
coalition of forces including troops from the US, 
Great Britain, Australia, and Poland intervened 
in Iraq. They removed Saddam Hussein from 
power, which marked the beginning of a long 
Iraqi civil war and the rise of the terrorist Ji-
hadist phenomenon in Iraq. 

After the US withdrawal from the JCPOA and 
the upsurge in tensions between the Trump Ad-
ministration and the Iranian theocratic regime, 
the question that equally comes to everyone’s 
mind and raises concern is “will there be a 
fourth Gulf War”? 

This question has known many forms, under 
various circumstances and has been raised every 
time the temperature of tensions between the 

INTERNATIONAL  SITUATION 
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USA and the Islamic Republic of Iran rose to the 
boiling point. It has been overanalysed by spe-
cialists and observers on a regular basis who 
keep on wondering whether the world will wit-
ness a conflict between two sworn enemies or a 
third World War. 

And every time the question was given an an-
swer it was by the conflicting parties before any-
one else. 

Ever since the beginning of May 2019, one may 
observe the same pattern in tensions between 
the current US administration and the Ali 
Khamenei’s theocratic regime. 

Both sides have put up a formidable display of 
controversial rhetoric that has been accompa-
nied by pragmatic measures, which, as far as the 
USA is concerned abide by the concept of 
“maximum pressure”. These measures have 
been challenged by the Iranian regime with the 
same kind of concept – “resistance and retalia-
tion”. The more or less sporadic calls for reason-
ing and exertion of “maximum caution and re-
straint” have been scarce and not convincing 
enough. 

By orders of President Donald Trump, the USS 
“Abraham Lincoln” aircraft carrier has been re-
located in the vicinity of the Arab-Persian Gulf. 
And, as a real “armada” made of US Air Force B-
52H Stratofortress bombers, Patriot batteries, 
and an extra 1500 US troops was announced for 
the region, American officials intensified their 
warnings and threats. 

Iran didn’t back down either and responded 
with no less damaging and venomous rhetoric, 
as well as specific actions. It advertised so called 
“secret weapons” able to annihilate any US force 
venturing in a conflict. And, by manipulating 
Yemen’s Houthi, Iran attacked Saudi Arabia’s 
commercial ships and one of its vital oil pipe-
lines, apparently just to see Saudi reactions.  

After a fortnight of intense psychological war, 
the scale lowered all of a sudden, only to reach a 
state of limbo – neither peace nor war – where a 
“desire for peace” was nevertheless voiced. And, 
during his visit to Tokyo on the 27th of May 
2019, President Donald Trump said he was will-
ing to negotiate with Iran directly … if the latter 

wished to as well! The Japanese Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe went on a visit of good offices in Teh-
ran, but the visit ended without expected results. 

On the other side, the Supreme Leader, Ali 
Khamenei stated that “any negotiation with the 
US is a poisonous trap”. However, he authorised 
an intense diplomatic campaign in search of 
good offices for peace. The Iranian Foreign Min-
ister, Mohammad Javad Zarif went on a tour to 
Japan (before Donald Trump’s visit), Kuwait, 
Iraq (that openly stepped away from the US poli-
cy on Iran), Oman, and Pakistan. At the same 
time, following President Hassan Rouhani’s foot-
steps, Javad Zarif pleaded with the neighbouring 
Arab countries to negotiate and sign a Non-
Aggression Treaty. The proposition, though, 
came in the context of deep suspicions and mis-
trust affecting the relationships between the Ar-
ab countries and the theocratic regime. Tehran 
rejected USA’s proposal to negotiate a new bilat-
eral nuclear treaty and this was because of the 
Iranian logic originating from the same suspi-
cions mentioned above: if Washington wasn’t 
able to follow a collective agreement signed by 
the members of the UN Security Council, Germa-
ny, and the European Union, what are the guar-
antees that it would honour a bilateral agree-
ment with Iran? 

On the other side, it is difficult to predict 
whether the Arab monarchies in the Gulf area 
would give up the US security blanket in favour 
of a non-aggression agreement with Iran that, 
for the same Arab states, represents the perfect 
model of dishonesty and hypocrisy. 

 

II 

Following the intensification of good-will and 
non-belligerence declarations and the diminish-
ing of the belligerent tone adopted by both sides 
this summer, most commentators agree with the 
fact that an eventual war in the Gulf area has 
been at least put on hold for 60 days (the dead-
line Tehran has given the parties involved in the 
JCPOA, including the EU, to decide whether they 
will exit the agreement with Iran or not). The 
imminence of a war has been impeded but not 
eliminated. For when the 60 day period ended, 
Tehran announced the resumption of its enrich-
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 ment program and acceleration of efforts to ob-
tain uranium enriched over the limit set by the 
JCPOA. 

Under these circumstances, it is expected that 
the current state of things (neither war nor 
peace) between the USA and Iran will turn into a 
psychological war of attrition, where Donald 
Trump will act based on his conviction that the 
most effective course of action is the continua-
tion and extreme tightening of penalties until 
Iran is forced to accept the US president’s offer 
of negotiations. 

One can only assume that this offer won’t re-
move the “ghost of war” as long as the US peace 
offering comes with a preset condition that the 
Iranian regime has already rejected. That is, any 
negotiation must lead to the acceptance and im-
plementation of the 12 conditions that secretary 
of state Mike Pompeo announced at the begin-
ning of May 2018. Iran sees these conditions as a 
declaration of war. A brief recollection of Pom-
peo’s 12 conditions might prove useful. 

1. Iran must give the International Atomic En-
ergy Agency a full detailed report on the status 
of its nuclear programmes and be available for a 
thorough and permanent inspection regarding 
the full stop of all its nuclear activity. 

2. The country must permanently and irrevo-
cably end its uranium enrichment programme 
and, at the same time, shut down and disable all 
heavy water reactors. 

3. Iran must allow unlimited access on its ter-
ritory to all IAEA inspectors. 

4. It must stop all military support to Houthi 
rebels in Yemen and refrain from taking any ac-
tion that might interfere with the political peace 
process in this country. 

5. Iran must withdraw from Syria all Iranian 
forces and/ or troops under its command. 

6. It must end all support to Taliban rebels in 
Afghanistan and to other “terrorist” groups in 
the region, including harbouring senior Al-Qaeda 
leaders (on Iranian soil). 

7. Cease the support that the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps-linked Quds Force gives to 
“terrorists” and “militants” around the world. 

8. Irreversibly end the Iranian production of 

ballistic missiles, the ballistic missiles testing 
and the programmes to develop vectors capable 
of delivering missile systems. 

9. End all Iranian support given to certain 
“terrorist groups”, including the Lebanese Hez-
bollah and the Palestinian Hamas. 

10. Release all US nationals, as well as citizens 
of US allies and partners that are under Iranian 
arrest or custody. 

11. Iran should respect Iraq’s sovereignty and 
government and dissolve all Shiite militias in 
this country that are under Iranian influence. 

12. Iran should put an end to policies that 
threatens its neighbours, including US allies such 
as Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and 
Israel.  

One can see that only four of these 12 US condi-
tions have a direct link with the “renegotiation” 
of the nuclear agreement; the other eight seem 
to be made up from the perspective of an ulti-
mate power that has won a war against another 
belligerent power, which is not yet the case with 
the two countries – Islamic Iran and the USA. 

If the directly involved parties won’t give up the 
concept “all or nothing” a very long and hot sum-
mer can be predicted. 

 

Note: On the 2nd of June 2019, during a joint 
press conference with the Swiss foreign minister 
Ignazio Cassis (Switzerland represents US inter-
ests in Iran), the secretary of state Mike Pompeo 
stated that the US Administration is willing to 
have an unconditioned dialogue with Iran when 
the latter will prove that it is able to act as a 
“normal country” (which from an US perspective 
means following Mike Pompeo’s 12 conditions!). 
The declaration of the US secretary of state came 
in the context of the drills jointly conducted by B
-52 Stratofortress bombers and fighter jets from 
the USS Abraham Lincoln in the Shatt Al-Arab 
area (the border between Iran and Iraq), to sim-
ulate eventual attacks on Iran. 

Iran’s decision to restart its programme to en-
rich uranium up to levels allowing the produc-
tion of a nuclear warhead has suddenly drawn 
the attention of a European Union under recov-
ery from the recent parliamentary elections and 
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busy with filling in decision-making positions in 
Brussels. 

On the 8th of July 2019, Emmanuel Bonne, the 
head of Emmanuel Macron’s advisory group 
travelled to Tehran. Individually, or as part of a 
group, the European signatories are trying to 
find solutions with their Iranian counterparts 
that will both avoid the degradation of the Iran-
USA relationship and make possible the continu-
ation, at a reasonable level, of the economic and 
trade relations with Iran – without drawing up-
on themselves Donald Trump’s penalties. 

Under such circumstances one can believe that 
the unstable state of things – neither peace nor 
war – will keep on “hovering” over the “Iranian 
dossier” and remain a source of surprises that 
might burst at any time and might be hard to 
predict and control. 

Engaged in the presidential elections campaign, 
Donald Trump must balance, on one hand, the 
campaign promises that he will not involve his 
country in a new military conflict in the Middle 
East and, on the other, the pressure coming from 
the warmongers in his team. With Donald 
Trump caught between Scylla and Charybdis, 
surprises may come up at any time and have 
damaging consequences for all parties, whether 
actors or spectators.  

 

Ambassador prof. Dumitru CHICAN 

On June 5, 1967 the third Arab-Israeli war 
started, eleven years after the so-called Suez Cri-
sis in 1956 when Israeli, French and British 
troops invaded Egypt because of the Egyptian 
president Gamal Abdel Nasser decision to na-
tionalize the Suez Canal. 

Known as the “Six Day War”, it has imprinted 
the Arab memory as “Al-Naksa Al-Kubra” – the 
Great Defeat and has been “remembered” by the 
Israelis as “Milhemet Sheshet Ha-Yamim” - the 
War, or the Six Days Saga. The 5-10 June 1967 
conflagration was, subsequent to the establish-

ment of the state of Israel in 1948, the period 
that deeply marked the tumultuous history of 
the Middle East. It has had political, geopolitical 
and geostrategic effects that are still visible in 
modern times. 

In short, its “war log” seems simple and only its 
statistics can provide a better picture of the peo-
ple it engaged and the losses it produced. 

- Fifth of June at dawn – the Israeli air forces 
bombed Egypt, destroying on the ground almost 
half of the country’s air forces and military avia-
tion infrastructure. 

- Sixth of June – the Israeli army took over the 
Gaza Strip that was under Egyptian administra-
tion. Southwest of there, Thazal armoured units 
occupied the Sinai Peninsula, opening the route 
to the Suez Canal. 

- Seventh of June – Israel conquered the West 
Bank and the Eastern part of Jerusalem. 

- Eighth of June – after the Israeli armoured 
units reached the bank of the Suez Canal, Egypt 
surrendered. In a pathetic radioed speech, 
Gamal Abdel Nasser resigned and took responsi-
bility for defeat. The next day, following the pub-
lic requests of millions of Egyptians, he reconsid-
ered. Nasser, the leader that had created the illu-
sion of unity of the Arab world would die three 
years later. 

- Ninth of June – the Israeli army attacked Syr-
ia and took over most of the area known as the 
Golan Heights, threatening Damascus. 

- Tenth of June – hostilities came to an end. 

At the end of the war, the Israeli controlled ter-
ritory was four times larger than before (the 
war). 

As far as human losses are concerned, official 
western sources confirmed that 21,800 people 
died (779 Israelis and 21,800 Egyptians, Syrians 
and Jordanians) and 47,563 were wounded 
(2,563 Israelis and 45,000 Arabs). 

 

*  * 

As far as the background and direct causes that 
lead to the start of this “Six Day War”, it would 
be unfair to name only one of the two parties as 
sole responsible for the outcome. Wrong diplo-
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matic and political approaches and assessments 
were undertaken by both sides. One must not 
forget, though, the fact that the global political 
powers of that time were involved in a cold war 
and in a fierce competition for the control and 
influence over this strategic region. And this 
competition made its presence known in the rea-
lignment of the ideological and security alliances 
within the Middle East. Based on their own na-
tional interests, these alliances split into two ma-
jor groups – Eastern and Western. At the same 
time, a major change occurred in the regional 
political and security equation – the birth of the 
Palestine Liberation Movement supported by 
different Arab regimes that promoted the well-
known slogan “throw the Jews into the sea”. Is-
raeli officials warned on numerous occasions 
that they would use “decisive force” to put an 
end to the violent attacks of the “Palestinian lib-
eration fronts” benefiting from foreign sponsor-
ship. 

Israel’s attempts to change 
the course of the river Jordan 
and the sharp reactions of the 
Arab community also contrib-
uted to a situation already 
worsened by litigious/
confrontational statements of 
some Israeli political forces. 
These forces promoted Israeli 
access to neighbouring water 
resources, including by terri-
torial movements/inclusions 

towards the Lebanese 
Litani and Syrian Her-
mon rivers. Incited by 
their Soviet ally as well, 
some Arab states took 
confrontational steps 
and actions. Egypt mo-
bilized large units of its 
Armed Forces while 
asking and, at the same 
time, obtaining the 
United Nations Emer-
gency Forces withdraw-
al from the Sinai Penin-
sula. On the 22nd of May 

1967, Gamal Abdel Nasser blocked the Straits of 
Tiran – situated between Aqaba Bay and the Red 
Sea – and choked the Israeli maritime naviga-
tion. Bearing in mind a similar decision of Gamal 
Abdel Nasser that led to the war in 1956, Israel 
saw it as a casus belli and decided to retort. And 
they fought back on the 5th of June 1957. 

 

*  * 

International law and collective diplomacy see 
the war that took place 52 years ago as benefi-
cial as well – at least as far as the Middle East is 
concerned. On the 22nd of November, the UN Se-
curity Council unanimously adopted the famous 
242 Resolution. The Resolution imperatively de-
manded (Article 1) the following: “Withdrawal 
of Israel armed forces from territories occupied 
in the recent conflict and termination of all wars 
and casus belli, acknowledgment and respect of 
the sovereignty, territorial integrity and political 

Straits of Tiran  
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independence of every State in the area and 
their right to live in peace within secure and rec-
ognized borders free from threats or acts of 
force”. 

Unfortunately, the provisions of the resolution 
were never observed, due to well-known mo-
tives. 

The Middle East had to witness another war 
between the Israelis and the Arabs (1973) and 
another two major Palestinian Intifadas so the 
Arabs and the Israeli could acknowledge that no 
one but themselves can bring lasting peace, sta-
bility, and a normal coexistence.  

 

Ambassador professor Dumitru CHICAN 

After a period of calm, the Syrian front became 
active once again at the end of this May. The area 
of Idlib in the north-western part of Syria was 
put through a series of new strikes and violent 
confrontations. The opposing forces were, on 
one hand, the loyalist army backed up by Rus-
sian troops and, on the other hand, the Syrian 
opposition, mainly represented by jihadist fight-
ers from the Syrian Liberation Front (the former 
Jabhat Al-Nusra, the Syrian branch of the Salafist
-jihadist Al-Qaeda) and other Islamist groups. 

The resumption of military actions in a sensi-
tive region of the Syrian front came at a time 
when at least three other political and military 
evolutions were on the agenda of international 
observers. 

- The new UN Special Envoy to Syria, the Nor-
wegian Geir Pedersen, resumed contacts and at-
tempts to intensify steps leading to the develop-
ment of a new Syrian constitution and activation 
of Geneva protocols to find a solution to the Syri-
an conflict. 

- The relationship between the USA and the 
Russian Federation has worsened after the US 
Administration warned the Assad regime that it 
was suspected of using chemical weapons. The 
Russian Federation responded to these warnings 

saying that the USA was in fact encouraging op-
position groups to take such provocative actions. 

- According to information within diplomatic 
circles, the USA is about to come up with a new 
strategy to either convince or force Iran to with-
draw its military presence from the Syrian terri-
tory, given the rising tensions between the 
Washington Administration and the Iranian the-
ocratic regime. 

Geir Pedersen’s approach is meant to be a new 
platform built on a formula that combines the 
principles of the United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 2254 that endorses the road map for 
the peace process in Syria, some of the principles 
from the “Astana Process” (the group made of 
the Russian Federation, Turkey and Iran), and 
the involvement of a new group of states - main-
ly made of the USA, Great Britain, France, China, 
and a small number of Arab countries. Despite 
the fact that the political steps taken towards 
solving the Syrian conflict appear to have 
stopped, the new international representative 
(Geir Pedersen) has had a series of intense talks 
with Moscow. Following these talks, both Geir 
Pedersen’s staff and the Russian presidency 
have announced, in mid July, the immediate start 
of the activity of this controversial committee. It 
will draft a new Syrian constitution which will 
then follow the regular legal course for adoption. 
This will pave the way to general and presiden-
tial elections in Syria.  

In this context, it is worth mentioning the letter 
addressed not so long ago by 400 American con-
gressmen – both republican and democrat rep-
resentatives and senators – to president Donald 
Trump where they requested the adoption of a 
“new strategy” regarding the Syrian civil war, 
that is in the interest of USA’s national security. 
The co-signers believe that “the conflict in Syria 
is complicated and the potential solutions are 
not perfect, but our only choice is to advance 
policies that can stop the growing threats to U.S. 
and Israel interests, as well as to regional securi-
ty and stability […] as some of our closest allies 
in the region are being threatened”. 

What are the threats coming from the Syrian 
civil war, according to the US congressmen? 
Here is a short follow-up: 
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1. Terrorism. In areas not controlled by the 
Syrian regime there still are highly adaptable 
and resilient Islamist terrorist groups. And, de-
spite Islamist statements claiming that these 
groups only act on Syrian territory, against the 
Assad regime and its supporters, they have the 
necessary capabilities and will power to plan 
and execute large scale terrorist attacks against 
Western targets, against the US and their allies 
and partners, with all the incurred consequenc-
es. 

2. Iran. According to US representatives, Iran 
represents a significant source of destabilization 
that is actively working to establish a permanent 
military presence in Syria and to create an over-
land route connecting Iran to Iraq and Lebanon. 
The route would facilitate the supply of the nec-
essary logistics and equipment to the Lebanese 
Hezbollah as well as other militias financed and 
armed by Iran and deployed throughout the 
Middle East. At the same time, the Iranian Islam-
ic regime is working on destabilizing and under-
mining its neighbours and the countries in the 
region that are USA’s partners and allies. 

3. The Russian Federation. Just like Iran, Russia 
is directly and actively interested in making its 
military presence in Syria permanent, including 
by building ground, aerial, naval, and mixed mili-
tary bases on the Eastern shores of the Mediter-
ranean Sea, as well as in other strategic areas 

(Damascus, the Syrian desert 
etc). At the same time, Rus-
sian steps to providing the 
Syrians with the S-300 mis-
sile system and keeping away 
from actions that might lead 
to the diminishing and elimi-
nation of the Iranian pres-
ence in Syria put 
“unacceptable” limits to Is-
rael’s ability to ensure its na-
tional security. 

4. The political and military 
Lebanese group Hezbollah. 
According to US congress-
men, it “poses a more potent 
threat to Israel”. Its offensive 

arsenal rises to almost 100,000 rockets and 
launchers and is capable of “striking anywhere 
in Israel”. Hezbollah’s potential also includes of-
fensive infrastructure (underground tunnels, 
ammunition storage facilities, disguised fortifica-
tions for personnel etc.) at the border between 
Israel and Lebanon. All of the above enable the 
pro-Iranian group to orchestrate unpredictable 
strikes against Israel’s security interests.  

In order to face all these threats, president 
Trump is required to quickly adopt a compre-
hensive strategy on Syria, with a number of pri-
orities: 

1. Adoption and dissemination, by the Ameri-
can administration, of a clear message to its ene-
mies, allies and partners altogether, so that they 
understand that the US main policy regarding 
Syria and the Middle East is to ensure the securi-
ty of Israel and its right to self defence by all 
suitable means. This implies the improvement 
and implementation of the Memorandum of Un-
derstanding signed by the USA and Israel for a 
ten year period. The document grants Israel ac-
cess to unlimited resources and logistics that are 
necessary to maintain its national security. 

2. The USA and its allies and partners will put 
pressure on Iran and the Russian Federation and 
on the destabilizing actions that they are taking, 
both in Syria as well as in the Middle East. Thus, 
in cooperation with its allies and partners, the 
USA will make use of a combination of diplomat-

Syria, Idlib  
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ic measures, harsher penalties, as well as eco-
nomic and trade sanctions on both Iran and the 
Russian Federation. 

3. Putting more and more pressure on the 
Lebanese Hezbollah, by enforcing the Hezbollah 
International Financing Prevention Act of 2015 
to prevent international sponsoring of the group. 
At the same time, adequate pressure should be 
put on the United Nations Interim Force in Leba-
non (UNIFIL) so they exercise their mandate as 
decided by the UN Security Council, according to 
which they must monitor and expose all clandes-
tine military actions and capabilities that the 
Hezbollah uses in cross-border attacks against 
Israel. 

 

* 

As far as the Syrian territory under conflict is 
concerned, the USA have come up with a ten 
point action plan, whose final purpose is to get a 
new political regime in Damascus that has a dif-
ferent view on domestic, regional and interna-
tional policy. The long and short term agenda of 
this plan is as follows: 

1. Maintaining the US military presence in the 
north-eastern part of Syria. The US will cooper-
ate with the European Union and, simultaneous-
ly with the withdrawal of 2000 American US 
troops the EU would replace them with its own.  
In this context, observers have noticed a de-
crease in the intensity of the US military actions 
in Syria and their active support to the Kurdish 
and Syrian opposition forces. President Donald 
Trump has asked Germany to provide troops 
that could take over some of the missions the US 
troops have been carrying out. Chancellor Ange-
la Merkel did not comply with Donald Trump’s 
request. 

2. Taking the necessary measures to stop Iran 
from reaching the area of the Eastern Euphrates, 
where 60,000 members of the Syrian Democrat-
ic Forces and the Syrian opposition coalition 
forces currently operate with American support. 
The USA and Turkey have long feared that a joint 
Syrian and Russian offensive will soon, most 
likely, dispose of the rebel forces in the north 
eastern part of Idlib. 

3. An extension of the memorandum on air 
safety between the USA and the Russian Federa-
tion to avoid any incidents during their opera-
tions in Syria’s air space. 

4. Support of the Israeli raids and combative 
missions in Syria’s air space and territory 
against Iran and Hezbollah forces in this coun-
try. 

5. A closer cooperation with the European Un-
ion in enforcing sanctions against the Syrian 
government, its institutions, and dignitaries. 

6. Pressuring the Arab countries in order to 
convince them to refrain from normalizing rela-
tions with Syria both individually (bilaterally) 
and jointly (the Arab League). 

7. Stopping or freezing all the contributions to 
Syria’s reconstruction until Damascus meets the 
necessary criteria and standards of political re-
form. 

8. Similar sanctions will be applied in the case 
of Syrian businessmen that are financially or 
economically engaged in the reconstruction pro-
cess. 

9. Maintaining the illegitimacy of the current 
political regime within international agencies 
and organizations and preventing their involve-
ment in any cooperation with the Syrian govern-
ment. 

10. Air strikes or other against Syrian state 
institutions and against the Iranian presence in 
Syria. 

One can easily see that Syria does not represent 
a priority for the USA anymore. It is subject to 
change if this matter is useful to USA and Israel’s 
strategy to minimize and eliminate the Iranian 
threat. This basically makes Vladimir Putin the 
only decision maker over the future of Syria and 
implicitly over Middle Eastern geopolitics.  
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Ambassador Professor Dumitru CHICAN 

On the 20th of May, a Bahraini-US cooperation 
workshop was announced at the initiative of 
American administration. The workshop took 
place on the 25th and 26th of June, in Manama, 
and was entitled “From Peace to Prosperity”. 
The event hosted government officials, business-
men and financiers, representatives of the Ara-
bic civil society and other countries, as well as 
the chairman of the International Monetary 
Fund, Mrs. Christine Lagarde. The workshop was 
intended as an economic forum, based on the 
idea that peace between the Israeli and Palestin-
ians be provided by means of economic pro-
gress. 

What drew attention – as far as achieving eco-
nomic goals was concerned – was the fact that 
the workshop lacked the presence of representa-
tives from both countries involved in the peace 
process – Israel and the Palestinian National Au-
thority. 

While far from being one of the many attempts 
to solve the disputed Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
the event was a chapter in a long series of simi-
lar activities over the past few years sharing a 
common focus – the old and complex issue of the 
“Palestinian dossier”. 

In February 2018, the 
Polish capital Warsaw host-
ed a conference planned by 
the same US Administration 
and entitled “Peace and Se-
curity in the Middle East”. 
One may say this was a 
first, since the conference 
benefited from the pres-
ence of both leaders from 
the Arabic and Middle East-
ern countries as well as that 
of the Israeli prime minis-
ter, Benjamin Netanyahu. Of 
course, it came naturally to 
talk about the Palestinian 
issue among other. They 

just talked. A month later, the White House host-
ed another workshop named “The Humanitarian 
Crisis in Gaza”. Over a year passed since and no-
body mentioned either the forum or the humani-
tarian crisis. It is the same case with the forum in 
Manama which has now been forgotten. 

The announcement over the conference in Ma-
nama was accompanied by vocal protests from 
the Palestinian leaders in Ramallah, but also 
drew the attention of international analysts and 
observers at least for two main reasons. Firstly, 
the economic and financial aspects of the confer-
ence were seen as important parts of the notori-
ous “Deal of the Century”, strongly advertised by 
the Trump Administration, whose main archi-
tects and promoters are Jared Kushner, Donald 
Trump’s advisor and son-in-law, Jason Green-
blatt, an important member of Donald Trump’s 
staff and David Friedman, the US Ambassador in 
Israel. Secondly, we are talking about a very an-
ticipated moment - that never came - during the 
forum, when, perhaps, the USA would reveal in 
integrum the contents of the long awaited “deal of 
the century”. The idea that was the starting point 
of the “US initiative” was to mobilize the Arab 
world and some western countries to contribute 
to a 50 billion USD aid package that was to be 
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offered to the Palestinian National Authority, 
Jordan, and Egypt over a period of 10 years. It 
didn’t meet the necessary level of support.  

Beyond the reactions it caused, the US-Bahraini 
enterprise generated complex and heated de-
bate over the relationship between the economic 
and political sides of any initiative meant to find 
a sustainable and long lasting solution to the Is-
raeli-Palestinian conflict. By the way, neither the 
US “deal of the century”, nor the forums that 
have taken place for the past twenty years come 
first when speaking of the necessity to give the 
Palestinian problem a global approach - political, 
economic and social. This connection is, fore-
most, included in the 1993 Declaration of Princi-
ples, also known as the “Oslo Accords”. At that 
time, the external financial aid to the Palestini-
ans mainly by the European Union and the USA 
was directly linked to, and simultaneous with, 
the political peace negotiations process. This 
was the fundamental piece that determined the 
Palestinian National Authority to maintain its 
adherence to the continuation of the political 
process that envisaged, as stipulated by the Ac-
cords, the creation of an independent and sover-
eign Palestinian state. After all, one should not 
ignore the fact that the stakes of the Palestinian 
resistance movement and all those political en-
deavours were not financial prosperity, but the 
“land” factor and the sense of national identity. It 
is well known that, no matter the providers, 
“economic peace” cannot be acknowledged by a 
people that, politically, don’t have their own sov-
ereign, functional state. And, by the way, the idea 
of an “economic peace” advertised for years by 
Benjamin Netanyahu still hasn’t taken any shape 
due to the very fact that what had been missing 
or had been damaged was the political element 
of the peace process. 

From this point of view, it would be an illusion 
to believe that taking out the political aspect of 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and converting 
the financial and economic elements into the on-
ly argument strong enough to lead to a collec-
tively accepted solution could guarantee the ac-
complishment of this goal. 

What led to more tensions in the aftermath of 
the Bahrain conference was the press statement 

given by Jared Kushner in the beginning of July, 
when, in reference to the political aspect of the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace process, he alluded to 
the fact that a possible solution to the Palestini-
an problem could be the naturalization of the 
Palestinian refugees in the countries - in the re-
gion - where they currently reside. This state-
ment was seen as immature even by the Ameri-
can media. The question asked by the media was 
the following: if the Jerusalem issue is “done 
with” as we all know, if other fundamental issues 
included in the “Oslo Accords” have been re-
moved – the issue of the refugees, respectively, 
that “the deal of the century” wants to transform 
into citizens of the countries they currently re-
side in -, if the issue of the Palestinian state - two
-state/confederation – has been forgotten, what 
is the political component of Donald Trump’s 
initiative and who will benefit from the 50 bil-
lion dollars brought up in the Manama forum? 

While underlying that the Palestinian govern-
ment and the National Palestine Authority have-
n’t been informed and consulted regarding the 
Manama initiative, the secretary-general of the 
Palestine Liberation Organization’s Executive 
Committee, Saeb Erekat stated that the Palestini-
ans didn’t agree with this unilateral initiative 
and “any attempt to bring the economy to nor-
mal in an occupied country would be rejected. 
[…] Our right to self-determination, freedom, 
and independence should be honoured through 
the implementation of UN resolutions and inter-
national law. This is the only way to peace and 
prosperity. Such a peace must start with the end 
of the Israeli occupation and the creation of a 
sovereign State of Palestine, within the 1967 
borders, with East Jerusalem as its capital”. 

Since the Palestinian president, Mahmoud Ab-
bas and the Palestinian government stated that 
they stopped seeing the USA as a mediator and 
negotiator for a solution to the conflict and fol-
lowing USA’s decision regarding Jerusalem, such 
a position was to be expected, especially when 
the USA haven’t made public the contents of the 
“peace initiative” described as “the deal of the 
century”. 

At the basis of the estimates of the Palestinian 
leaders in Ramallah lies another cause for suspi-
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 cion and mistrust. In the eyes of the Palestinians 
the underdevelopment and the social and eco-
nomic crises in the autonomous territories are 
mainly caused by the current occupation and 
embargoes on the West Bank and Gaza Strip and 
by the settlement policy there. And, as long as 
politicians won’t deal with the main causes of 
underdevelopment, there is no guarantee that 
the economic aid will bring real development 
benefits. Moreover, economic peace may either 
be regarded as more of a “bribe” for the Palestin-
ians to agree with USA’s plan or as a pressure 
instrument. (Nabil Amro for “Al-Sharq Al-Awsat, 
issue no. 14,786, 23.05.2019) 

The reunion in Manama was, after all, a forum 
for discussion, where the presence or absence of 
some wasn’t considered an important issue, and 
it hasn’t been a decision making congress. With-
out a thorough understanding of the US initia-
tive, analyses won’t bring changes to the future 
courses of action. The “deal of the century” 
might be made public by the end of this summer, 
but not before the Israeli elections in September. 
Only then will we be able to talk more accurately 
about how much peace and prosperity will the 
“big deal” of the century bring.  

 

Dinu COSTESCU 

On the 28th and 29th of June 2019, world leaders 
met in Osaka for the annual G20 summit, which 
gathers the top 20 most economically developed 
countries in the world, that have high living 
standards and, at the same time, have the most 
solid and functional democratic systems in the 
world. 

The powerful world leaders addressed many 
(and various) issues, with a focus on identifying 
ways to steer clear of existing crisis and conflicts 
and stop the occurrence of others that might 
“overshadow” the “family photo” at the end of 
the summit. So everybody was happy and the 
leaders went back to their worries and on giving 

migraines to others, a tradition which has almost 
become routine. 

They had their share of disagreements, wheth-
er it was about the substantial number of sub-
jects referring to economic and commercial in-
equities, about the ever-present issue of climate 
change or about the multitude of “red lines” 
meaning as many limits separating everyone’s 
interests and that nobody seems willing to com-
promise over. The general tone of the final G20 
summit declaration was defined by the term “we 
will…”, however, without firmly answering ques-
tions such as “who” and “how”. 

This may be because the world leaders thought 
that, in all likelihood, for all those issues that 
were not addressed and solved the dialogue can 
continue, with higher and more optimistic 
hopes, at the other “G” summit – the “G7”, that 
this time, under the management of Emmanuel 
Macron, will take place on French soil, in the cos-
mopolitan resort Biarritz, in the Bay of Biscay, 
between the 24th and 25th of August 2019. 

It is worth mentioning that both the “G20” and 
the “G7” were born because and under the influ-
ence of a series of crises that the world has been 
subjected to over the past almost 50 years. So, 
“G7” was launched in 1975, following the first oil 
shock caused by the Arab-Israeli war, in October 
1973 (the “Ramadan War” or the “Yom Kippur” 
War), while “G20” was born at the end of last 
century, in 1999, out of the need to fight the 
threatening financial crisis of the time; it 
reached its current setup in 2009, following an-
other global financial crisis, this time originating 
in the USA.  

Over time, the two “G” communities have be-
come notorious for being the largest global fo-
rums, two collective institutions that meet regu-
larly to talk about the biggest issues of our con-
temporary world and try to collectively identify, 
agree on, and contribute to preventing emerging 
crises and solving those already there. 

 

Biarritz, G7: Expectations and Elements of 
Newness 

As mentioned before, this year’s “G7” summit 
will take place in Biarritz, France, between the 
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24th and 26th of August. According to various 
comments and preliminary information this 
summit will also want to deal head on and thor-
oughly with issues the members of the group are 
currently dealing with, both within the group as 
well as in their individual or collective relation-
ship with the outside world. Another element of 
novelty is given by the number of participants. 
Biarritz will benefit from the participation of no 
less than 17 countries. The first group will be the 
traditional, now, 7+1: France (as host nation and 
holder of presidency of the reunion), Germany, 
Italy, Great Britain, the USA, Japan, Canada, and 
the European Union (represented by its leaders 
in Brussels). The second group includes four im-
portant partners aspiring to global recognition - 
South Africa, Australia, Chile, and India. These 
countries have strong democratic systems and 
share fundamental principles such as protection 
of human rights, support for digital development 
and artificial intelligence, and protection of envi-
ronment and biodiversity. Africa receives close 
attention, due to France, as the continent is rep-
resented at the summit by four countries besides 
South Africa. These countries have been invited 
as a sign of encouragement and appreciation of 
their status as multilateral actors involved in 
dealing with global objectives like those includ-
ed in the Paris Agreement on climate protection. 
These above mentioned group includes Egypt, 
Burkina Faso, Senegal, and Rwanda. One of the 
arguments France 
used to invite these 
countries is their sta-
tus within multistate 
organizations. Egypt 
currently holds the 
presidency of the Af-
rican Union, while 
Burkina Faso pre-
sides over the group 
of five African coun-
tries in Sahel that, 
with the help of the 
French and the inter-
national community 
are committed to 
fighting against Is-
lamist jihadist ter-

rorism in the region. Senegal is the current lead-
er of the African Union Development Agency, the 
former New Partnership for Africa’s Develop-
ment (NEPAD) and Rwanda held the presidency 
of the African Union in 2018, which it passed on 
to Egypt.  

To sum up, one may say that the August “G7” 
summit is a French calendar comprising three 
main themes - fighting social and economic im-
balances, protecting the climate, and spreading 
and strengthening democracy and its defining 
values. 

The Osaka summit pointed out that the contem-
porary world is facing less of the traditional and 
highly resilient challenges and hardships, and 
more of new tensions and patterns emerging 
from the global developments in the beginning 
of this century. Balancing growth and develop-
ment, understanding the necessity to “shake off” 
the traditional taboos that divide the present 
day world into islands surrounded by walls of 
perfectionism and individualism, as well as the 
flow of information are just some of those chal-
lenges. It remains to be seen whether the partici-
pants at the summit in Biarritz are rational and 
united enough to at least draft some solutions to 
the future challenges.  

 

 

 



 

42 

www.ingepo.ro                                                                                                     Geostrategic Pulse, No 275, July - August 2019 

 

 

 

Murray HUNTER1 

Love him or hate him, Mahathir Mohamed dur-
ing his first stint as prime minister was able to 
instill a great sense of national pride and unity. 

Mahathir went on a massive infrastructure 
drive. Most Malaysians were proud of the Pe-
nang Bridge that finally linked the island with 
the mainland. The North-South Highway project 
changed the nature of commuting up and down 
the peninsula. Kuala Lumpur International Air-
port (KLIA) was built and the development of 
Putra Jaya gave the country a new seat of admin-
istration. 

Mahathir’s fait accompli was the building of the 
KLCC towers in central Kuala Lumpur, which 
were the tallest in the world at the time. These 
buildings are now the country’s major icon. 
Langkawi became a must holiday place for Ma-
laysians. He brought elite Formula One motor 
racing and built a special purpose circuit for the 
event. He promoted the Tour de Langkawi as a 
local version of the Tour de France. He spared no 
expense on building massive new sporting com-
plexes at Bukit Jalil to host the Common-
wealth Games in 1998. 

When the member nations of ASEAN 
abandoned the idea to build a regional car, 
Mahathir went alone, picking up old tech-
nology from Mitsubishi, creating the Proton 
Saga for better or worse although the na-
tional car project has been roundly criti-
cized for losing hundreds of millions of dol-
lars and costing more in terms of consumer 
lost opportunity.   

Nonetheless, Malaysia became an Asian 
Tiger and Mahathir himself became an out-
spoken leader internationally. The country 
was proud of what it had achieved.  He 
knew the value of national symbols. The 
slogan Malaysia Boleh (Malaysia Can) was 

often heard along with the waving of the Jalur 
Gemilang (stripes of glory – Malaysian Flag) at 
public displays of national pride and unity. 

The Barisan Nasional was a working govern-
ment coalition that symbolized national unity 
through the make-up of the cabinet and its true 
multi-ethnic Flavour. Ministers like Samy Vellu 
from the Malaysian India Congress and Ling Li-
ong Sik from the Malaysian Chinese Association 
had high public profiles. 

Although Mahathir was labelled as an ultra-
conservative Malay, he worked with anyone who 
could help him fulfil his vision. Businessmen like 
Vincent Tan, Robert Kuok, Lim Goh Tong, Anan-
da Krishnan, and Tony Fernandez all had very 
close relationships with Mahathir. Malaysia Inc. 
was more important to Mahathir than Malay su-
premacy. 

That’s now 30 years ago. The prime casualty 
has been national pride and unity. The generally 
positive perception of the Mahathir era drasti-
cally changed when he abruptly sacked his depu-
ty Anwar Ibrahim from office in 1998. The accu-
sations and conviction of Anwar for sodomy po-
larized the population. The goodwill that Ma-
hathir had built up over more than 25 years in 

1. Prof. Murray Hunter is an Australian scholar and prolific writer. A long time Asian affairs insider, he is author of several books for 
the US publishers. 

Mahathir Mohamed - Prime Minister of Malaysia 
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public life was put into question. 

Although it was his intention to eliminate his 
nemesis Anwar from politics, he made sodomy a 
household word in a conservative society, taking 
luster away from his legacy.  He was painted by 
the Anwar propaganda machine and the alterna-
tive media as a tyrant with millions of dollars 
hidden away in foreign banks. In addition, two 
years of headlines and court reports about 
Anwar’s sodomy trial took away a sense of inno-
cence, showing Malaysia’s ‘dark side’ with TV 
pictures showing a stained mattress being cart-
ed into and out of court every day on which 
Anwar was convicted of performing sodomy. 

Under weak successors, belief in government 
further faltered. Respect for national leaders 
took another hit with Mahathir’s successor Ah-
mad Badawi painted as someone who slept on 
the job and enjoyed a luxurious lifestyle while 
many suffered economically. Badawi was paint-
ed by the PKR propaganda machine as corrupt. 
The dealings of his son-in-law and political ad-
viser Khairy Jamaluddin were portrayed as cor-
rupt nepotism. 

Mahathir engineered an ungraceful exit for 
Badawi, replacing him with Najib Razak in 2009. 
The Najib premiership was tainted from the out-
set with rumours of murder and corruption. 
Najib’s wife Rosmah also became an object of 
ridicule, bringing respect for the institution of 
government to an all-time low. 

However, it’s not just the corruption of politi-
cians that destroyed respect for Malaysian insti-
tutions. The rakyat (people) have always wanted 
to believe in royalty. Even with stories about 
royal misdoings, there is no real talk of abolish-
ing the monarchy. Whenever a member of one of 
the royal families acts in the interests of the 
rakyat, there has always been public praise and 
support. However, when members of a royal 
family act against the interests of the rakyat, the 
social media react. 

Stories have been circulating for years about 
the misdeeds of Johor Royal Family. The current 
spat between Tunku Ismail, the Johor Crown 
Prince, commonly known as TMJ and Mahathir is 
extremely damaging for the royal institutions. 
Only the sedition act, a de facto lese-majeste law, 

is protecting the institution from much wider 
criticism. 

Royal decorations and titles, VVIP service in 
government offices and special treatment for 
some citizens over others, shows a muddled Ma-
laysia still clinging to the vestiges of feudalism. 
These artefacts are doing nothing to unite the 
country, a hangover from the old days of colonial 
class distinction. 

However, the most powerful source of destruc-
tion for national pride and unity is the Ketuanan 
Melayu (Malay Superiority) narrative which has 
become much more extreme. One of the basic 
assumptions is that bumiputeras — indigenous 
peoples – are the rightful owners of the land. 
From the point of view of the Ketuanan propo-
nents, land is not seen as a national symbol and 
non-Malays are excluded. This is a great barrier 
to developing any sense of national pride and 
unity. 

The gulf between Malay and non-Malay has 
widened dramatically over the last two genera-
tions as Islam has grown into a major aspect of 
Malay identity. Citizens once celebrated their 
diverse ethnicities in harmony. Decrees made in 
the name of Islam now discourage this. No long-
er are Hari Raya, Chinese New Year, Deepavali 
and Christmas shared Malaysian experiences. 

The way of life has become Islamized to the 
point where there is little place for other reli-
gions and traditions. Food, dress codes, enter-
tainment, education, the civil service, govern-
ment, police and the military are all Islamized. 

Shared apprehensions about what Malaysia will 
be have caused the Chinese to close ranks. The 
influence of Ketuanan Melayu in government 
policy excludes non-Malay participation in many 
fields like education, civil service and the mili-
tary, etc. The younger generation of Chinese to-
day tend to see themselves as Chinese first and 
Malaysians second. Chinese schools promote 
language and a strong sense of Chinese culture 
over a Malaysian identity as a mass defence 
mechanism. 

The New Economic Policy, put in place in 1969 
after disastrous race riots as an affirmative ac-
tion program for the majority Malays, has also 

https://www.asiasentinel.com/politics/behind-malaysia-royalty-challenge-long-history/
https://www.asiasentinel.com/politics/behind-malaysia-royalty-challenge-long-history/
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 done a disservice to those it was designed to help. The thesis of Mahathir’s book The Malay Dilem-
ma was that Malays were basically lazy and needed help from the government is the faulty grounding 
assumption. The NEP is actually an attack on Malay self-esteem. 

Rather than offering something spiritual, Islam has become a doctrine of conformity, where par-
ticular rights and rituals must legally be adhered to. Failure to do so in the case of not fasting dur-
ing Ramadan can lead to punitive legal action.  Any views outside narrow social norms lead to 
heavy criticism. Just recently the Islamic authorities (JAKIM) in Selangor started investigating a 
discussion forum on women’s choice about wearing the hijab. Not just freedom of discussion is sti-
fled, but also the right to be creative.   

Islam has buried the principles of Rukun Negara (national principles), the supposed guiding phi-
losophy of the nation. Rukun Negara was once a symbol of national pride and unity but has almost 
totally been replaced by a Doa (or prayer) before public events. A sense of nation has been sacri-
ficed for the Islamization of public gatherings. As dr. Djawed Sangdel excellently explained in his 
5Es general developmental theory for XXI century, “social consensus makes or breaks nation”.  

Today we see much less flag-waving during the Merdeka season. There are more divisional narra-
tives on all ethnic sides. There is disappointment with the political system. Islam is seen by many 
as something overpowering rather than emancipating. People feel they need to conform to be ac-
cepted in society. 

National pride and unity are at their lowest ebb since independence, where after 30 years of edu-
cation the younger generations of Malays see Islam as more important than nationalism. Chinese 
and Indians are apprehensive about what Malaysia is turning into. Even the Orang Asli – the origi-
nal inhabitants of the peninsula before the arrival of ethnic Malays from Indonesia — and non-
Muslim indigenous people of Sabah and Sarawak identify as second-class. 

Malaysia has travelled far away from the aspirations of Tunku Abdul Rahman when the Jalur 
Gemilang was raised for the first time over a free Malaya in 1957. Malaysia’s economic prosperity 
is relatively declining in the region and the nation is increasingly strangled by the need to conform. 
Malaysia appears to be a ship without a rudder, its reform agenda locked away under the Official 
Secrets Act. 

The possibility of racial violence festering once again cannot be overlooked. Divisive narratives 
are being pushed until one day an unknown tipping point could be reached. The strong sense of 
social conformity, the exclusion of a national sense of ownership to all, the current totalitarian na-
ture of authority and the Ketuanan Melayu narratives are a very dangerous mix.  

 

 

2. University professor at UMEF University based in Geneva, Switzerland. He is the author of the 5 E theory: "we are" (respect), 
"education", "energy", "entrepreneurs" and "economy". According to Prof. Djawed Sangdel, these are the steps that a state must go 
through to solve the development problem.  
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