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 EDITORIAL NOTE  
 

Antonio Marquina1 
Director of UNISCI  

 

 
 
This issue of the journal deals with different topics. Without a doubt the main topic for 
discussion and clarification is the foreign and security policy of Taiwan. This important block 
of articles has been coordinated by Professor Roberto Ren-rang Chyou, Dean and professor of 
the College of International Affairs at National Chengchi University (Taiwan). No one could 
do this coordination better. He knows Taiwan foreign and security policy and also follows the 
Spanish politics. He was a brilliant PhD student in my doctoral course and I had the 
opportunity to direct his doctoral thesis. 
  
 This publication project was presented for its possible realization two years ago. 
Finally, an important part of the articles about Taiwan, that are collected in this issue, were 
discussed in a seminar held in Taipei, at the College of International Affairs of the National 
Chengchi University, on April 14, 2017, entitled "Taiwan Foreign Policy after 2016 US 
Presidential election". 
 
 The first article reviews the relations in the Taiwan Strait, paying particular attention 
to the idea of the Chinese community and the hegemonic competition The author tries to 
explain the China`s foreign projection in the next three decades, foreseeing the formation of a 
Chinese community, centered on mainland China. This goal, as shown in the article, has 
important implications and obstacles that go beyond the development of the bilateral relations 
in the Taiwan Strait.  
 
 A second article discusses the security changes taking place in the Taiwan Strait as 
result of the changes in the U.S. alliance policy where the partners are expanding their roles 
and responsibilities on regional security. The author argues that the emerging security 
network in East Asia has unintended consequences. China will expect to meet a stronger 
deterrent threat, and, under these circumstances, it will become more difficult to mount a 
coercive threat on Taiwan. The article explains the short-and medium-term consequences and 
considers fundamental to reassure China concerning intent and actions in the Taiwan Strait. 
 
 On Taiwan's economic relations and the diplomatic struggle for maintaining a 
declining diplomatic recognition, several articles explain the scope and definciencies of the 
New Southbound Policy, the economic relations with the European Union and the role of the 
Latin American states in the maintenance of the international recognition. A final article on 
Taiwan's economic relations with Mexico is very illustrative of the deep economic integration 
between China and Taiwan. 
 

                                                           
1Antonio Marquina Barrio is Chair in International Security and Cooperation, emeritus, and Director of UNISCI. 
His principal lines of research are European Security, the Mediterranean, Asia- Pacific and Arms control.  
Dirección: c. Hermanos SanRomán 5, Pozuelo de Alarcón, 28224 Madrid, España/Spain. 
E-mail: amarqbar45@gmail.com 
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 The journal also deals with other topics of outstanding relevance in this new year: 
Terrorism, European security and post-conflict in Colombia   
 
 On terrorism, Professor Rohan Gunartna makes a very interesting assessment of the 
global terrorist threat that has become decentralized, unpredictable, difficult to detect, and 
resilient with regenerative capacities. The article explains the trends that in 2018 will likely 
define the global terrorism landscape.  
  
 Another article on terrorism, centred on the Sahel, emphasizes the importance of the 
names of the terrorists groups. According to the author, the names include historical, cultural, 
ethnic, territorial and doctrinal references that can be indicative of their strategy. 
 
 Regarding the European security, two articles focus on two importat questions. The fisrt 
one on the EU leadership and the role of Germany. The authors explain that, given the fact that 
the EU project is still at risk, a fragmented Europe allows Russia to gain ground and challenge 
the European power balance at large. In this scenario, the authors consider that the U.S. will 
seriously try to avert such a path and even the loss of commitment towards further EU 
integration. In order to keep Europe united, the U.S. can exploit the Ukraine crisis, compelling 
Germany towards a European leadership fully committed to the EU integration. The second 
article deals with the military recruitment model for armed forces, discussing the model most 
suitable for small states and middle powers in Europe. The Spanish case is discussed. This 
article is relevant because the issue of European defence and the difficulties in recruitment 
begins to be put in the foreground in a time of turbulence. The case of France is a good example. 
Recently, President Macron has reiterated his electoral pledge to return to the one-month 
conscription for young people, aged 18-21, that was phased out in 2001. 
 
 Finally, this issue of the jopurnal analyzes the pos-conflict in Colombia and how the 
narratives on the internal conflict have been transformed within the Army and the Colombian 
National Police. 
 
 Let me add my gratitude to the various authors who unselfishly prepared and wrote the 
articles for this interessting issue.  
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A REVIEW OF THE CROSS-STRAIT RELATIONS ACCORDING TO 
THE RISE OF THE CHINESE COMMUNITY AND THE HEGEMONIC 

COMPETITION: THE STRATEGIC CONSIDERATION OF THE 
CROSS-OCEANIC CANAL   

  
Roberto Ren-rang Chyou 1 

National Chengchi University 
 

 

Abstract 
According to "A German Media Forecasts the next 30 year of China" a report which appeared in 
November 2016 in the internet, around the year 2033, surrounding the Chinese mainland, a Greater 
China region will be formed. It is expected that its total economy will be similar in size to that of the 
United States. It seems inevitable that by 2040, the Oriental world wealth will be more than the 
Western world’s, while the global GDP ranking after re-shuffling may be sorted as follows: 1. Greater 
China; 2. European Union; 3. North America (USA and Canada); 4. Japan; 5. Republic of Greater 
Korea; and, 6. India. Through the presentation of this argument, this article hopes to understand the 
process of China's rise, the Chinese community's future overall cooperation, as a way to approach the 
hegemonic competition between China and the United States, and the future of cross-Strait relations. 
Finally, from the angle of the trans-oceanic canal construction, some observations will also be made.  
 
Keywords: Cross-Strait relations, rise of Chinese community, hegemonic competition, cross-Oceanic canal. 
 
                Titulo en Castellano: Una revision de las relaciones en el Estrecho de Taiwán 
teniendo en cuenta el auge de la comunidad china y la competición hegemónica: La 
consideración estratégica del Canal transoceánico 
 

Resumen: 
De cuerdo con el informe” las previsiones de los medios de comunicación alemanes sobre China en 
los próximos 30 años” aparecido en internet en noviembre de 2016, en el año 2033 se formará la 
región de la Gran China rodeando a China continental. Se espera que su economía sea similar a la 
de Estados Unidos. Parece invevitable que la riqueza del mundo oriental sea superor a la del mundo 
occidental en 2.040, y el ranking del PNB quedaría así: 1. La Gran China; 2. La Unión Europea; 3. 
América del Norte (Estados Unidos y Canadá); 4. Japón; 5. La República de la Gran Corea; y 6. La 
India. Desde esta perspectiva, este artículo presenta la competición hegemónica existente entre 
China y Estados Unidos y el futuro de las relaciones en el Estrecho de Taiwan. Finalmente se hacen 
unas observaciones teniendo en cuenta la construcción del Canal transoceánico 

 

Palabras Clave:  Relaciones en el Estrecho de Taiwan, el auge de la comunidad china, competición 

hegemónica, Canal transoceánico. 

 
Copyright © UNISCI, 2017.  

Las opiniones expresadas en estos artículos son propias de sus autores, y no reflejan necesariamente la     
opinión de UNISCI. The views expressed in these articles are those of the authors, and do not necessarily 

reflect the views of UNISCI. 
 
                                                           
1 Roberto P. Chyou, Dean and Professor, College of International Affairs, National Chengchi University 
(NCCU) 
E-mail: rrc237@nccu.edu.tw 
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5209/RUNI.58374 
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1. Introduction 

According to a November 2016 report found in news media, under the title "A German media 
forecast on the next 30 years of China," it is expected that around the year 2033 a Greater China 
region will emerge, encompassing the Chinese mainland, Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, 
Singapore, a region to be known as Neo-Singapore (Malaysia under the control of a Chinese 
elite), a neighboring New Neo-Singapore (Indonesia controlled by the Chinese), and the 
associated Republic of Mongolia. It is expected that its total economy will be equal to that of 
the United States for the first time. And at that moment, according to the forecast report, the 
global GDP ranking will be as follows: 1. Greater China, 2. United States, 3. Japan, 4. Great 
Korean Republic (after reunification), 5. Germany, 6. France, 7. India, 8. Great Britain. And the 
Asian Community, established in 2034 under the influence of China, will make itself the world's 
largest economy, while the Asian Community will also take RMB as its common currency in 
2038. Not only the yen exchange rate will be linked with the yuan, but the West-centered world 
economic order may also formally fall apart. It seems inevitable that by 2040 the East Asian 
wealth will be more than that of the Western world, while the global GDP ranking after that re-
shuffling may be sorted as follows: 1. Greater China; 2. European Union; 3. North America (US 
and Canada); 4. Japan; 5. Republic of Greater Korea; and, 6. India.2 
 
 Although we cannot tell what was the exact basis for that prediction, nor the purpose of 
its author, however, according to the content of this article, it should serve to pay attention to 
the development of the international situation when the article was published. The process may 
not be scientific, but it certainly served to arouse the curiosity of many. The present article hopes 
that through the presentation of this argument, it will be important to understand the process of 
China's rise, and the potential of a Chinese community's future comprehensive cooperation, and 
to see the hegemonic competition between China and the United States, especially from the 
angle of a trans-oceanic canal construction, in order to foresee the possible developments in the 
international system. At the same time, according to the formation of this trend, the author wants 
to analyze how the Taiwan Strait relations will be, as well as its impact, so as to provide readers 
with more awareness and understanding about the development of this situation. 
 
2. China 's Peaceful Rise and Hegemonic Stability Theory 

For Chinese people, the concept of being the Central Land (or Central State) has been deeply 
rooted in their mind from long time ago. But after the Opium War, the Western countries one 
after another, actively despoiled the national interests in China. After the overthrow of the Qing 
Dynasty, the division of zones of influence among separatist Chinese warlords, the Japanese 
aggression, and the Kuomintang civil war against the Chinese communists, and later the 
separation of China between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait up to now, have limited the 
traditional zone of Chinese influence for more than a century. In particular, the People's 
Republic of China (PRC) had to wait until the beginning of the 1980s to re-enter a long-term 
stable development stage, due to internal and external problems at the beginning of its 
foundation. Since the reform and opening up in Mainland China to the present, China has 
experienced a rapid economic development. In 30 years, the GDP index is growing with an 
average of more than 9% per year, which has made China the largest economic entity with the 
fastest economic grow. 
 
 According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) statistics, China's GDP in 2010 
                                                           
2 「德國媒體預測中國未來 30年，震驚全球」, ("German media predict China's next 30 years, shocked the 
world"), Great Daily, 11 July 2016, at   http://www.twgreatdaily.com/cat37/node1331999? 
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surpassed that of Japan, ranking second in the world (after the United States). Some scholars 
believe that China's GDP will surpass that of the United States between 2020 and 2030. While 
the World Bank, the IMF and the United Nations report believe that China's GDP is still the 
second largest in the world, with a per capita GDP of more than US$8,000 in 2015, reaching 
US$8,028 in terms of the international exchange rate. And China's 13th five-year plan expects 
that by 2020, per capita GDP will exceed US$ 10,000. China's total exports in 2015 accounted 
for 13.8% of the world, and total imports accounted for 10% of the world, making it the world's 
largest trading nation. China's foreign exchange reserves in February 2006, reached US$853.6 
billion, more than those of Japan, hence becoming the world's largest, and in December 2015, 
they went up to U$3.33 trillion, maintaining the world's largest foreign exchange reserves 
status3 However, according to the increase of Chinese economic strength, the Western powers 
and China's surrounding countries have become more and more alert about the rise of China, 
especially the main superpower after the cold war, the United States, who has taken the rise of 
China as a challenge to its hegemony. 
 
      However, diplomatic frictions still persit between China and some of the big countries 
around her, so, in the road of peaceful rise, China still has to face a lot of challenges. The United 
States has so far been skeptical of China's ambitions in the international arena, and thus tries to 
curb China's external development. The relationship between China and India is also unstable. 
In addition to the war on the border issue in 1962, the Tibetan issue is also an obstacle to 
diplomatic relations between the two countries. And since the political and military relations 
between China and Pakistan are quite close, India is worried that, if a new war between India 
and Pakistan outbreaks, China may support Pakistan, making the problem even more complex. 
Sino-Japanese relations have often become a key factor to the sustainability of peace in Asia, 
since the Sino-Japanese Diaoyu Islands (Japanese called them "Senkaku Islands") dispute is a 
diplomatic obstacle to fluid relations between both countries. As for the South China Sea issue, 
it also affects the relationship between China and Southeast Asian countries, while the largest 
island in the Nansha Islands is still protected by the presence of the Taiwan Coast Guard.4 
During decades, the United States has handled Taiwan issues in accordance with the three Sino-
US joint communiques, and its domestic Taiwan Relations Act. If the war breaks out in the 
Taiwan Strait, it may arouse a Sino-US engagement and the confrontation between the United 
States and China. In fact, how to turn the confrontation into a peaceful settlement should be a 
problem that both sides of the Taiwan Strait must face together. 
 
 The reasons why the world currently puts its attention to China is due to the plan of 
"One Belt, One Road". In fact, from the “self-improvement movement” of late Qing Dynasty 
to Deng Xiaoping's “reform and opening up”, China has always put her emphasis towards the 
ocean, learning from the West; the presentation of “One Belt, One Road” by China signified the 
transformation of China's vision. Zhang Deng-ji, professor of Taiwan University described, 
"This is an upgraded version of the Chinese model." Since China has been contained cleverly 
by the United States with its political and military force in the Pacific, it goes westbound, and 
breaks out cleverly with economic infrastructure diplomacy. Xue Li, Director of the Department 
of International Strategy, of the Institute of World Economy and Politics of the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences, believes that if we retrospect further, "One Belt, One Road" is the 
watershed for the concept change of China’s five thousand years governance. In the past, China 
"attracts the world by her noble virtue, if the foreigners do not come, China does not care." 
Nowadays, China not only takes the initiative to go out, but also tries to influence the others 
actively. That is, Xi Jinping changed China's self-positioning, from a country of East Asia, to a 
                                                           
3 「中國崛起」, ("China's rise"), Wikipedia, at https://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/中國崛起。 
4 Ibid. 
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country in the east of Asia, the center of Asian countries.5 
 
 Prof. Hsie Lun indicates that "One Belt, One Road, OBOR" is the abbreviation of the 
"Silk Road Economic Belt" and the "21st Century Maritime Silk Road." The plan of "One Belt, 
One Road" will include 4.4 billion of people, a GDP size of more than 20 trillion dollars, the 
world's 63% and 29%, respectively. The goal is to digest the excess in the production capacity, 
enhance the export level, promote the internationalization of the RMB, guarantee the energy 
and food security of China, and support the sustainable economic development with traffic 
construction.6 At the end of March 2015, the Chinese government promulgated the vision and 
action plan of "One Belt, One Road", which became the world's loudest policy slogan.  The 
"Silk Road Economic Zone", beginning from the northwest China through Central Asia, South 
Asia, the Middle East to Europe, and "the 21st century Maritime Silk Road," from Fujian 
passing by Southeast Asia, South Asia, Africa to Europe, is known as a plan covering more than 
sixty countries, two thirds of the population, and thirty percent of the GDP of the world. By the 
end of April, Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Pakistan and gave them a big gift of US$ 46 
billion. It means that China will build a "China-Pakistan Economic Corridor" from Kashi, 
Xinjiang, to Gwadar, Pakistan.7 
 
 Professor Xiao Fuyuan also pointed out that Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB), with 100 billion US dollars capital, is the key weapon of "One Belt, One Road." The 
support and participation of traditional American allies like the United Kingdom and Western 
European countries in the AIIB, with no doubt is a great help to "One Belt, One Road." In this 
way, China can bypass the first Pacific island chain controlled by United States forces and goes 
forward to the Central Asia region through the Middle East, the core of "Western culture," and 
then linked to Africa, integrating their own global market.8 On October 2, 2013, President Xi 
Jinping held talks with Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono in Jakarta. In this talk, 
Xi Jinping initiated the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, to promote 
the process of interconnection and economic integration in the region, offering infrastructure 
construction funds to all the countries in the region, including the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN). In October 2014, 21 countries such as China, India and Singapore 
signed the Memorandum of Understanding on the Establishment of the Asian Investment Bank 
in Beijing, when Li Keqiang, the premier of the State Council of the People's Republic of China, 
went to Southeast Asia. On March 12, 2015, the British expressed their will to join the Asian 
Investment Bank as a founding member. Switzerland also applied for the AIIB the next day, 
then, France, Italy, Germany, and other developed countries have also prepared to follow up. 
South Korea, Russia and other Asian countries, and even Brazil, also followed suit before the 
deadline on March 31.9 
 

                                                           
5 蕭富元，「一帶一路全面解讀」(Xiao Fu Yuan: "A comprehensive interpretation of the ‘one belt, one 
road’", 天下雜誌 (Common Wealth)，nº 571 (28 April 2015)，at 
http://www.cw.com.tw/article/article.action?id=5067331 
6 解崙，「中國十三五規劃，一帶路新商機」(Hsie Lun, "China thirteen five years plan, a new business 
opportunities of ‘one belt, one road’), at 
http://www.ib.nccu.edu.tw/uploads/archive_file_multiple/file/58ed9f231d41c83a1e0008a3/十三五
106.04.11.pdf 
7 Xiao Fu Yuan, op. cit. China and Pakistan are going to carry out a series of large-scale projects, with a railway 
up to 3,000 km, a 46 billion US dollars investment. This will also be the hub and important project of “One Belt, 
One Road”. 
8 Xiao Fu Yuan, op. cit. 
9 「一帶一路」，維基百科 (Belt and Road Initiative, Wikipedia), at 
https://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E4%B8%80%E5%B8%A6%E4%B8%80%E8%B7%AF 
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Suddenly, with China's peaceful rise, "One Belt, One Road" has already become a new 
important subject of international political economy. But Western countries do not believe in 
China's peaceful rise and that China has no hegemonic ambitions, so, after studying Beijing's 
diplomatic, military, economic and trade practices, inevitably they analize it from a hegemonic 
perspective and explain China´s behaviour according to their own response, a reasonable and 
logical thinking. On the contrary, from the Beijing point of view, some countries want to prevent 
the rise of China, so she has to react. Their way of thinking can be seen in the struggle for the 
South China Sea.10. Besides, according to the hegemony stability theory, the hegemony cannot 
be sustained, only consultation and cooperation can create a win-win situation in order to ensure 
China's long-term development, and the world's peace and prosperity. Following this reasoning, 
China says that she has no intention to dominate and considers that perhaps the Western 
countries are thinking from a Europe-centric perspective, so it is difficult for them to understand 
the Eastern logic of governance based on morality and benevolence. 
 
3. Adjustment of US Policy to China 

Echoing the return of a stronger military presence to the Asia-Pacific, the United States began 
to participate in TPP negotiations in 2009, with the aim to contain China economically. On the 
other hand, in geopolitics, in 2011, the United States began the so called "New Silk Road 
Vision" with Afghanistan as a hub, connecting Central Asia, South Asia and West Asia, to 
accomplish its strategy of exporting its goods to the north and importing the energy to the south. 
In addition, Japan as an American ally, also proposed the “arc of freedom and prosperity” in 
2006 to contain China, that is, linking an arc from Southeast Asia through Central Asia to 
Central and Eastern Europe, surrounding the whole Eurasia. The purpose is to share the 
universal values of Japan, the United States and Europe within the arc in the Eurasian continent, 
and even to include all these countries into a stronger NATO dialogue. After the outbreak of the 
global financial crisis, what could be seen around 2009 is that the strategy of the United States 
is to start a comprehensive containment of China, from the military, political, economic and 
even culture spheres, in order to isolate China.11 After the global financial crisis in 2008, China's 
global political and economic status has been highlighted; the GDP gap with the US has shrunk 
rapidly and, in general, it is expected that China’s GDP will soon beat the United States, and 
the United States has clearly felt the economic impact of China's global economic influence. 
The continuous growth and the rapid development of military technology not only enhance 
China's military strength, but also makes the United States feel that their military advantage in 
Asia has been challenged. Therefore, Obama after taking office in January 2009, took 
preventive measures against China, through the performance and implementation of the return 
to Asia and return to Asia-Pacific policy, then rebranded as "Asia-Pacific rebalancing"  and 
becoming even a more ambitious strategy in 2013, with the implementation of the "Indo-Pacific 
rebalance" strategy.12 
 
 In November 2016, Trump was elected president of the United States, and his personal 
style was going to have a certain impact on the United States China's policy. Shortly after the 

                                                           
10 楊開煌，「中國式全球化的特徵與困難，論一帶一路的意義」，海峽評論，318期，2017年 6月號
(Yang Kai-huang: “The characteristics and difficulties of Chinese-style globalization, on the meaning of ‘one 
belt, one road’”, Hǎixiá Pínglùn, nº 318, (June 2017), at https://www.haixia-info.com/articles/9265.html 
11 「淡定明志：一帶一路為戰略突圍指明了方向」，海峽吧，("With calm and clear mind: One belt, One 
road shows the way to breakthrough strategically,"), Haixiabar, 11 May 2017，at 
http://www.haixiaba.com/n1166799.html 
12 薛力，「中国“一带一路”戰略面對的外交風險」，國際經濟評論，2015年 2期，(Xue Li: " diplomatic 
risk of China’s strategic of ‘One belt, One road’”, international economic commentary, 12 March 2015，
http://www.faobserver.com/Newsinfo.aspx?id=11580 
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election, it was generally felt that although the US policy was likely to remain in line with the 
traditional practice, the slogan of Trump's "American first" led many to believe that the United 
States was bound to put pressure on China on trade and exchange rates. Nevertheless, the 
abandonment of the TPP would be beneficial to China's expansion in Asia. Trump has said that 
he would seek cooperation with China and Russia. But in the South China Sea issue, he took a 
tougher attitude than Obama. As an outsider in the American political scene, he is not familiar 
with the US foreign policy and, therefore, being the US president, he is more likely to have a 
chaotic decision-making. This could be a challenge but also an opportunity for China.13  In 
addition, as Trump proposed to renegotiate the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), 
to some extent it will also weaken the leadership of United States in the Americas. Comparing 
with the “One Belt, One Road” policy of China, it is evident that in the regional leadership 
competition between China and the United States, the later is losing little by little. 
 
 If we observe the actions taken by Trump towards China, maybe due to the requirements 
of the US Navy, on 19 May 2017, the United States finally challenged for the first time Beijing's 
strategic channel in the South China Sea, and sent an Arleigh Burke-class guided missile 
destroyer, the Dewey (USS Dewey) near the twelve nautical miles area of the Nansha Islands, 
intending to convey to China that the insistence of the American policy about the right to 
navigate freely on the high seas is unchanged. Of course, China promptly made public her 
opposition and negotiated with the United States. Meanwhile it also sent two missile frigates, 
Yanchuan and Luzhou, to identify the US ship and asked the American destroyer to leave the 
area. The US Department of Defense said that this was a regular free navigation mission and 
that there will be more in the future. However, it is reported that Trump himself is relatively 
passive to this particular policy. Most probably it is because he hopes to get support from China 
on the issue of North Korea.14 The North Korean intercontinental ballistic missiles tests has 
made the United States more determined to take further sanctions on North Korea and it is clear 
that China will inevitably be informed about any action. 
 
 In fact, the exchanges between Chinese and American government officials are 
becoming more frequent. After the visit of Yang Jiehu, Deputy Prime Minister in charge of 
Chinese foreign affairs, to the United States at the end of February, US Secretary of State, Rex 
Tillerson, visited Beijing on 18, 19 March 2017. According to their official statement, "They 
will build constructive and result-oriented relations with China, which would be not only 
beneficial to the American people but also meet the trustful relationship between United States 
and his allies". However, the Asian allies of the United States only worry about their possible 
exclusion in any sort of diplomatic trade agreements reached between China and the United 
States. As Trump does not come from the political circle, he is not familiar with the US strategy 
to China, hence his China policy wavers. The case of the "One China" policy could be an 
example. At the beginning, Trump's attitude may not follow that principle. However, in early 
February he was frankly committed to China to comply with this policy and even demonstrated 
his will to improve Sino-US relations. Unlike the strong condemnation of the alleged 
manipulation of the renminbi exchange rate and the South China Sea issue before taking power, 

                                                           
13 邊驛卒，「特朗普赢得美国大选！对中国有六大影响」，鳳凰評論，(Bian Yi-zu: "Trump won the US 
election! Six major effects on China"), Fènghuáng Pínglùn, 9 November 2016，at 
http://news.ifeng.com/a/20161109/50228977_0.shtml 
14 美艦杜威號駛南沙，陸驅離」，聯合報，2017年 5月 26日，頁 A1。(“USS Dewey heading to Nansha 
and expelled by frigate of Mainland China”), United Daily, 26 May 2017, p. A1. 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

15 
 

he has recently begun to control his words on it.15 
 
 Thus, Trump’s character as businessman has been revealed completely in his 
international affairs decision-making. He advocates patriotism and populism, has strong self-
confidence and a changeable and irritable personality. So, in his diplomacy, there is no 
ideological framework nor strategic thinking, all depends on the interests of the United States, 
making it something similar to a transaction-type diplomacy. Trump actually perceive the 
diplomatic failures of the former presidents of the United States. If the United States had 
abandoned the containment of Russia after Cold War, and no longer intervened in the internal 
affairs of Eastern Europe, the Middle East, West Asia, North Africa and other places, the United 
States could have concentrated on the development of its own economy, infrastructure, hence 
allowing the United States to keep growing, making it impossible to experience a Chinese panic 
in front of China's rapid rise today. Therefore, it is logical that Trump advocated the 
abandonment of some unnecessary international interventions, to reduce the defense burden of 
United States in different regions, to approach Russia, in order to solve the mess in the Middle 
East and West Asia, and the elimination of the Islamic State. 
 
 And economically, Trump applies tax incentives to the American or foreign companies, 
in order to attract them back to the United States for investment, infrastructure, and to increase 
the levels of employment. Therefore, Trump abandoned the United States long-term advocacy 
of free trade, threatening to impose import tariffs, trying to balance trade, pressing China for 
the appreciation of the renminbi and improving the export of US products. Trump believes that 
for the elimination of the Chinese threat to the United States, it is necessary to curb the 
continuous rising strength of China, or even the potential scenario of China surpassing the 
power of United States. As a result, Trump considered necessary to strengthen the United 
States-East Asian League and, therefore, instigated Japan to take the lead in the regional 
collaboration for restraining China.  However, Xi Jinping expressed his hope to uphold the 
principle of non-conflict, non-confrontation, mutual respect, win-win cooperation between 
them, and develop the bilateral cooperation for the regional and global benefit of the people of 
both countries, and for the people of the whole world. 16  Nevertheless, due to Trump's 
personality, he will act entirely according to the interests of the United States and,considering 
the Xi Jinping’s expectations, these moves are becoming quite problematic. 
 
4. Kra Canal and the Construction of the Trans-Asian Railway 

In May 2017, when Xi Jinping attended the opening ceremony of the “Belt and Road Forum 
for International Cooperation”, he announced that 100 billion RMB (about 4,400 million NT$) 
would be added to the Silk Road Fund, which provides construction funds to all countries along 
the “One Belt, One Road”. Besides, more than 700 million RMB (about 3.8 trillion NT$) funds 
or loans would be offered to them. Eventually, the “One Belt, One Road” program will count 
for the funding of $900 billion dollars (about 27 trillion NT$), which will be the largest overseas 
investment initiative launched by a single country in history and will become the largest 
economic diplomacy project after the "Marshall Plan", provided by United States for the 
reconstruction of Europe at the end of World War II. In addition to promoting the sustainable 
development of China's import and export goods, with the transportation web programmed in 
                                                           
15 秋田浩之，「強硬的川普呢？談川普對中國態度的超級髮夾彎」，日經中文，(Akita Hiroshi: "Where is 
the tough Trump? Talking about the super transformation of Trump’s attitude to China"), Nikkei Chinese, 25 
March 2017，at http://www.cw.com.tw/article/article.action?id=5081576 
16 張麟徵，「陽奉陰違的川普一中政策」，海峽評論，315期，2017年 3月。(Zhang Linsheng, “The fake 
‘One China Policy’ of Trump"), Haixia Pinglun, nº 315 (March 2017), at 
https://www.haixia-info.com/articles/9045.html 
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“One Belt, One Road”, China could control the capacity to formulate the rules of the game and 
strengthen economic relations with Eurasian and African countries. Political experts pointed 
out that within two decades, "One Belt, One Road" may make China the center of Asia and the 
world's first power.17 
 
 In early 2011, China's “Chongqing-Xinjiang-Europe Railway" was on the road. With 
this railway, having a total length of 11,179 km, a trip from Chongqing to Germany would only 
take two weeks. In 2017, the railway has been expanded into "China Railway Express", turning 
a few railway lines into a web with 39 regular lines, connecting 16 Chinese cities and 12 
overseas cities, and even, through the English Channel, it arrived to London. It only needs one-
third of the traditional shipping time and only one-fifth of the traditional air transport costs, 
greatly improving the trade efficiency and convenience. In the fourth quarter of 2016, China 
generously spent US$46 billion for the opening of the Gwadar port, so that the original 16,000 
km of sea transportation to send oil to China, now by railway service through Gwadar port only 
takes 3,000 km of trip, substantially saving 85% of the previous costs. Before, the merchant 
ships had to pass Singapore's Malacca Strait, and now they can go directly to the port of Gwadar 
in Pakistan. Another project that has been delayed for several decades, the Carat Canal, thanks 
to strategic plan of the “One Belt, One Road”, also seems to restart again during the past two 
years. China is expected to cooperate with Thailand, investing 36 billion US dollars in the 
project, shortening 1,200 km of shipping.18  Also, we can see that the “ASEAN plus One” 
mechanism could become the future upgrade version of the “ASEAN plus Three.”  
 
 It is important to emphasize the implications of Kra Canal´s construction. In 2002, a 
total of 11 million barrels of oil went through the Malacca Strait daily, and by 2030 it will reach 
22 million barrels daily. It means that the equivalent to two-thirds of Asia's oil needs are 
transported through the Malacca Strait. Nevertheless, if the construction of the Kra Canal 
materializes, it will be a threat to Singapore's economic strategic position. In mid-May 2015, 
the Chinese media widely reported that a memorandum of cooperation between China and 
Thailand to build a Kra Canal was signed and the Chinese and Thai governments will formally 
carry out joint development projects for the Canal. However, the Chinese Embassy in Thailand 
has claimed on May 19, 2015, that they did not sign any official document about the Kra Canal. 
Yet, in spite of their denial, there are several big Chinese enterprises of infrastructure and 
machinery and equipment that, on April 9, 2014, invested 2 billion RMB to form a cooperative 
agency and started to study the plan of the Kra Canal. 
 
 Since China put forward the concept of "One Belt, One Road", the Kra Canal is 
considered an important shipping route within the new Silk Road. But there are also people 
who point out that even if China invested heavily in the Kra Canal, it cannot escape the blockade 
by an American armed force in Thailand. Furthermore, the most favored countries will be those 
countries that are heavily dependent on imported oil, like Japan, who also maintain very good 
relations with Thailand.19 Until now, there is a lot of speculation about China's attitude towards 
the Kra Canal. If the canal is built successfully, it will certainly impact the Singapore freight 
throughput, and even grab the pro-US Singapore's economic lifeline. Singapore's political 
stance has always been hovering between China and the United States, economically closer to 
China, while in military and security affairs they maintain very close contacts with the United 

                                                           
17「3 分鐘搞懂「一帶一路」如何讓中國邁向世界第一強權」，報橘，("3 minutes to understand" one way 
along the way "how to make China into the world's first power") BuzzOrange, 23 March 2017，at 
https://buzzorange.com/2017/03/23/china-one-belt-and-one-road/ 
18 Ibid. 
19 「克拉運河」，維基百科，(“Kra Canal”, Wikipedia), https://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/克拉運河 
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States. For example, Singapore allows the US Navy to use some facilities, so that the US 
military naval combat ships and reconnaissance aircraft can be supported in the South China 
Sea.20 The attitude of Singapore could push the Beijing government to reassess Singapore's 
identification with the Chinese community. 
 
 Nevertheless, theoretically, the Kra Canal is incompatible with the Pan-Asian Railway, 
which is generally welcomed by Southeast Asian countries. The Pan-Asian Railway was 
launched under the active advocacy and multilateral coordination of the Chinese government 
and Southeast Asian countries. The Pan-Asian Railway is expected to have a total length of 
more than 14,000 kilometers, of which more than 1,500 kilometers are to be located in China. 
It starts from Kunming, Yunnan Province, the east line passes through Yuxi, Mengxi, Hanoi, 
Ho Chi Minh City, Phnom Penh to Bangkok; the midline passes through Jinghong, MoHan, 
Laos capital Vientiane, and arrives to Bangkok, Thailand; the West line passes through Dali, 
Baoshan, Ruili, Yangon of Myanmar, and then to Bangkok. The three lines eventually 
converged in Bangkok, then going south through Kuala Lumpur, and ultimately arriving in 
Singapore. If the Pan-Asian railway project is implemented, the Kra Canal project is basically 
over. The reason is that the Pan-Asian Railway must go to Kuala Lumpur via the Kra region of 
Thailand. If you dig a river in the Kra area, it is equivalent to cutting off the Pan-Asian railway. 
As the Pan-Asian Railway allows the Southeast Asian countries along the way to benefit from 
China's economic development, so they will take the initiative to maintain the safety of the Pan-
Asian Railway; while the Kra Canal's would ultimately only benefit China and Thailand. For 
Malaysia and Singapore, it would bring even damage, and for the other Southeast Asian 
countries, it would be problematic, so the attitude of these countries may be detrimental to the 
safety of the Kra Canal. In addition, since 2015, the Pan-Asian Railway project has entered the 
stage of specific implementation; while the Kra Canal project is still in the stage of evaluation.21 
Although the Kra Canal is useful for China's strategic deployment, the future development 
remains to be seen. 
 
 The Pan-Asian Railway is of great significance to both China and Southeast Asian 
countries. For China, the Pan-Asian Railway not only connects the Silk Road through the Straits 
of Malacca, but also opens up the land access to Germany via Iran and Turkey passing by the 
Dzungarian Gate. Many goods and commodities can be transported to the north or to the south 
without having to "detour," and it helps a lot in the promotion of the region’s economic 
development. Some public data show that the length of the ASEAN part of Pan-Asian Railway 
in Southeast Asia reaches 5,000 km, connecting Singapore and southern China, via Thailand, 
Cambodia and Vietnam, and other countries, with a total investment of about 15 billion US 
dollars. Only the auxiliary line will cost about 1.8 billion US dollars. However, the Pan-Asian 
Railway also encounters resistance and difficulties: not only the rail track gauges are different, 
but also, in order to solve the finantial problems, the loans require multilateral political 
consultations.22  Another change could strengthen China's future international influence too. 
That is, in 2013 China found "methane clathrate (methane ice)" deposits in the eastern part of 
the Pearl River estuary, and then in 2015 they also found over 100 billion square-class of 

                                                           
20 「中國要建克拉運河掐住新加坡經濟命脈，新國冷眼以對一帶一路」，鉅亨網，("The construction of 
Kra Canal by China could grab the lifeline of Singapore's economy, Singapore stays cold in front of the ‘One 
belt, one road’”), cnYES.com, 22 May 2017，at https://tw.money.yahoo.com/中國要建-克拉運河-掐住新加坡
命脈-新國冷眼以對-帶-053029177.html 
21 「克拉運河未始已終，是因為有他」，華語熱聞，("The Kra Canal died before beginning, all because of 
him," GOOREAD), 6 January 2017，at http://www.gooread.com/article/20120307261 
22 「泛亞鐵路一旦修好，會帶來哪些影響？」，壹讀，("What are the implications of the Trans-Asian 
Railway once constructed?"), READ01, 27 July 2016，at https://read01.com/o4PkoP.html 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

18 
 

"methane ice" in the northern part of the South China Sea, in Shenhu sea, which offers an 
important test area for the mining of "methane ice". According to the announcement of the 
China Geological Survey of the Ministry of Land and Resources, on May 18, 2017, China had 
tested successfully in the Shenhu sea, in South China Sea area, the mining of "methane ice" 
(methane gas hydrate). Therefore, China has become the first country in the world that can 
achieve the continuous and stable production of methane ice on sea bed. Deputy Director of 
China’s Geological Survey, Li Jinfa, said that the successful mining means the commercial 
exploitation of "methane ice" would not be far. The commercial exploitation and utilization is 
expected before 2030. This will change the pattern of the world's energy use. Scientists believe 
that "methane ice" is a new energy that is able to meet 1,000 years of human needs for energy, 
and it is the best alternative to oil, coal and other traditional energy in the future. Apparently, 
China's mining success surpasses in one fell swoop the United States and Japan technically.23 
However, since the controversy over the sovereignty of the South China Sea is based partially 
on the resource-based competition, any resource discovery may make the parties unwilling to 
compromise. China's successful mining of "methane ice" may provoke again sovereignty 
disputes between other countries in the South China Sea and China, protecting their own 
interests and protesting against China unilateral mining tests. 
 
5. The Integration Process of the Great Chinese Community 

As China promotes so actively the "One Belt, One Road" initiative, the mentioned German 
think tank’s prediction about China's projection in the next three decades, foreseeing the 
formation of a Chinese community centered on Mainland China can be pointed out. 
Simultaniously, in the mainland Chinese media, who also quoted Ukrainian internet information, 
it was published that, in the next 50 years, China will carry out six wars:  the absorption of 
Taiwan, Mongolia, the South China Sea islands, Tibet, the Diaoyu Islands and Ryukyu, and the 
territories occupied by Russia. The goal is also the establishment of the Chinese community.24 
No matter what the real reason for the promotion of is “One Belt, One Road”, in general, people 
think that, in some way, it could consolidate the Chinese community, resolve the conflict 
between China and the neighboring countries, and attract these countries to join China's 
economic development. The countries where "One Belt, One Road" pass are basically the 
traditional influence area of China, but it also ends up in Europe and the Middle East. “One 
Belt, One Road” not only can re-string the main Chinese living circle, through the transportation 
infrastructure investment, reducing hostility of the neighboring countries to China, but it also 
links China with the trade network of Europe, Central Asia, the Middle East, and truly builds a 
Chinese community with China as the core. And by linking China with Europe and the Middle 
East, through land routes, it can also guarantee the trade interaction of China with Europe, and 
the supply of energy and other resources from the Middle East if the sea route is blocked. 
 
 According to an article published by the US magazine "Diplomacy" in September 2015, 
in the “One Belt, One Road” initiative, promoted vigorously by China, there are several risks, 
and the timing may not be proper either. First of all, the article believes that China needs capital 
too, in order to maintain a stable domestic economy growth and avoid the market turmoil; 
second, in the process of economic transition, if China spares one hand to open up overseas 

                                                           
23 陳曉，「中國成功在南海開採「可燃冰」，又多一張「王牌」？」，新華社，(Chen Xiao, "China 
succeeded in mining" methane ice " in the South China Sea, another ’trump’ in hand? "), Xinhua News Agency, 
20 May 2017，at https://www.hk01.com/兩岸-92414/-解讀-中國成功在南海開採-可燃冰-又多一張-王牌 
24徐尚禮，「外媒：中國未來統一戰爭首戰台海」，中時電子報，(Xu Shangli, "Foreign media: China's 
first battle in the future will be in the Taiwan Strait"), China Times, 18 February 2017，at 
http://www.chinatimes.com/realtimenews/20170218005115-260409 
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exploration, it will be contrary to the policy of stimulating domestic demand, and it could 
weaken the government's ability to resist structural crisis; moreover, it will not be easy to win 
the trust from the countries involved. As designer, financier, and builder of "One Belt, One 
Road", China is considered as the biggest winner of the initiative, and China must convince 
other governments in that area that they are able to achieve a win-win situation. The aggressive 
performance of China's foreign policy during the dispute over the territorial waters of the South 
China Sea may also arouse suspicion and concern in those countries. In addition, the problem 
of the Ukrainian crisis and terrorist forces will also threaten the progress of "One Belt, One 
Road".25 However, under the planning of Xi Jinping, it has become an irreplaceable benchmark. 
 
 Nowadays, “One Belt, One Road” has become an important policy for China's future 
development, and its success or failure has much to do with whether the Chinese community 
can really be reunited. Taiwan is certainly an important component of the future Chinese 
community, and whether the Chinese community can be really formed depends on the 
upcoming development of cross-Strait relations. On the other hand, although Singapore has 
always been regarded as an important part of the Chinese community, due to its close 
relationship with the United States, Singapore becomes a piece of the United States strategy to 
check China. The construction plan of Kra Canal of China is just an alternative to avoid being 
contained by Singapore. Although there is a rumor that the Thai government has rejected the 
plan for the construction of the Kra Canal, perhaps it could be read as a way to reduce the 
tension and possibility of any conflict in the area. However, the commercial investments in the 
excavation process are a question of economic benefits; normally, even the government cannot 
intervene. Besides, there are still informations saying that China and Malaysia are in 
cooperation for the construction of a third port in Port Klang in Malacca, which may be a greater 
economic shock for Singapore, because 80% of vessels arriving in Singapore are Chinese ships; 
therefore, if they go through Malaysia, it will have a significant impact on Singapore. So, the 
Sino-Malaysian joint construction of a port in Malacca will be a major economic blow to 
Singapore.26 As a significant economic entity of the Chinese community countries, the future 
of Singapore seems under shadow. 
 
6. The future Development of cross - Strait Relations 

Without a doubt, Taiwan is a priority for China in the integration of Chinese communities. One 
of the reasons for the diplomatic friction between China and some Western powers is the Taiwan 
issue. China has enacted the Anti-Secession Law, declaring that it may not hesitate to use force 
to resolve Taiwan affairs and destroy all Taiwan independence forces. Although most countries 
have maintained a good relationship with China, recognizing China's “one China principle” and 
respecting its "core interests", the United States has long handled Taiwan issues according to 
the three Sino-US joint communiques and its domestic Taiwan Relations Act. If a war burst out 
in the Taiwan Strait, a Sino-US war may be added to the confrontation between the two sides 
of the Taiwan Strait. At this stage, the United States is still skeptical about the China’s ambitions 
in the international community and tries to restraint the expansion of China's outward force,27 
Taiwan's strategic position in the first island chain has thus become the focus for both sides. 
                                                           
25 Yuan Ling:「美媒用 5點解析中國「一帶一路」，將面臨嚴峻考驗」，報橘，(Yuan Ling, "US media 
analyzed the challenges “One belt, one road” may face with 5 points of view"), Bussorange, 30 September 2015
，at https://buzzorange.com/2015/09/30/chinas-silk-road-initiative-is-at-risk-of-failure/ 
26 「泰国官方终证实拟开挖克拉运河：新加坡末日来临-开挖泰国运河最新消息」，新浪博客，
("Thailand's official final confirmation of the excavation of the Kra canal: the end of Singapore - latest news 
about the excavation of the Thai Canal"), Sina blog, 4 January 2017，at 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_14ecead8c0102wliq.html 
27 「中國崛起」, ("China's rise"), op. cit. 
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During the administration of President Ma Ying-jeou, from 2008 to 2016, the cross-Strait 
relations can be described as the most harmonic period. The overwhelming victory of the 
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) in the 2016 elections of Taiwan not only makes Mrs. Tsai 
Ing-wen (Cai Yingwen), the President of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), president of 
the Republic of China, but also gave the DPP the absolute majority in Congress. Since Tsai 
government insisted on maintaining the statu quo of cross-Strait relations, reluctant to accept 
the “Consensus of 1992", cross-Strait interactions fall once again into a dilemma. In March 
2016, Gambia established diplomatic relations with China, and months later, Sao Tome and 
Principe broke diplomatic ties with Taiwan and turned to China. In June 2017, the most 
important ally of Taiwan in Central America, Panama, also cut off with the ROC and established 
diplomatic relations and China, after more than one hundred years of diplomatic relations. It 
shows that the Chinese authorities want to use the pressure in the international field to force 
Taiwan to accept the Consensus of 1992, in order to avoid the strengthening of Taiwan 
independence consciousness. But after a series of diplomatic defeats, in fact, among the 
Taiwanese people a certain degree of distrust to the Chinese authorities has been strengthened. 
Therefore, it could produce an adverse effect in the process of the formation of the Chinese 
community, but it does not mean that this trend cannot be reversed. 
 
 The Panama Canal is certainly an important factor in the establishment of diplomatic 
relations between China and Panama, and it will actually impact the Grand Canal Project 
approved by the Congress of Nicaragua in 2013. The project was originally scheduled to start 
in 2015, but later was postponed to the end of 2016. In an article of The Times, in November 
2016, due to the improvement in relations between China and Panama, it seems that China’s 
investment in Nicaragua's project of a new canal has been abandoned, but local farmers still 
believe that the project will continue and hope to get some compensation. After President 
Ortega promoted the approval of the canal legislation, the canal project, signed by Chinese 
wealthy businessman Wang Jing and Nicaraguan government, a 278-kilometer canal program 
which was expected to cost US$50 billion, was strongly protested by local farmers and 
environmental groups. And since Wang Jing lost in the stock market 85% of his capital, it seems 
that the project has been paused. 
 
 It is generally believed that although the Chinese government denies the intervention in 
the program, most people still believe that Wang Jing must be supported by the Chinese 
government, otherwise it would be impossible to proceed with the project. Besides, the lack of 
diplomatic relations between China and Nicaragua could also become the biggest obstacle to 
this project.28 However, in January 2017, according to the local newspaper El Nuevo Diario, 
the canal project will begin in the first quarter of 2017, and the scale will be larger than 
scheduled.29  However, in June 2017, HKND reassured, that due to environmental impact 
assessment and geological exploration and other factors, it was necessary to re-design the canal, 
so the project will be delayed, but they ensured that the modified canal will be more 
environmentally friendly than the original design, and more resistant to the impact of possible 
earthquakes.30 But so far, no further news has been heard. To some extent, obviously this also 
could be read as China's strategy to distract the international attention from the Kra Canal. After 
all, the Kra Canal is much more beneficial for China than the Nicaragua Canal. 
                                                           
28 Jonathan Watts: “Nicaragua canal: in a sleepy Pacific port, something stirs”, Times Daily, 24 November 2016, 
at https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/nov/24/nicaragua-canal-interoceanic-preparations 
29 “Work to begin on Nicaragua Canal in first quarter of 2017”, Hellenic Shipping News, in Port News 31 
January 2017. 
http://www.hellenicshippingnews.com/work-to-begin-on-nicaragua-canal-in-first-quarter-of-2017/ 
30 “HKND reitera que construirá canal interoceánico en Nicaragua”, El Nuevo Diario, 28 July 2017, 
http://www.elnuevodiario.com.ni/nacionales/432420-hknd-reitera-que-construira-canal-interoceanico-ni/ 
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In fact, strategically, China has established diplomatic relations with Panama, and Chinese 
enterprises play a significant role in the Panama Canal expansion and operation, is it necessary 
to invest heavily in the construction of the Nicaragua Canal? Moreover, the canal could cause 
environmental and social problems in Nicaragua and has already raised much criticism in the 
country and in the international community. Furthermore, the Chinese businessman Wang Jing, 
who had obtained the Nicaragua Canal Project, given his financial losses, has a lot of problems 
with the project, and a canal project without any movement has aroused many speculations. 
Some people think that the Nicaragua Canal was only a tool for President Ortega to seek re-
election in 2016, and that it is impossible to build the canal.31 However, there is something more 
worrisome. That is, if, in the future, Nicaragua still wants to carry out the construction of the 
canal, it may affect the diplomatic relations between Nicaragua and Taiwan and make the cross-
Strait diplomatic competition more intense. In addition, the Nicaragua Canal program is likely 
a smoke bomb to shift the attention of the United States, so that the United States ignores what 
China is doing in the Thai Kra isthmus, and the possible association between Thailand and 
China, as was mentioned before. 
 
 Presently, the United States is still the most important factor in the future development 
of the cross-Strait relationship of Taiwan. If the United States respects the "One-China policy", 
the cross-Strait relations are unlikely to have drastic changes. After taking office, with the strong 
statements of Secretary of State, Tillerson, Defense Secretary, Mattis, and others, President 
Trump has finally softened his position against the restrain of the "One China policy". Different 
from the previous president, Trump did not congratulate the Chinese community in the US for 
the celebrations of the Chinese New Year as usual, but after a few days, or in the fifth day of 
the first lunar month, that is, February 1, he sent her daughter Ivanka with his granddaughter, 
to attend the Chinese Embassy’s New Year party. One week later, on February 8th, Trump wrote 
a letter to Xi Jinping, giving thanks to the latter for his elected congratulatory message, and 
wished Xi a happy Lantern Festival. On Feb. 9th, Trump and Xi Jinping spoke by phone. The 
White House issued a statement that the two leaders had a long telephone conversation to 
discuss many issues. At the request of the Chairman Xi, Trump agreed to respect the "One 
China" policy.32 It is obvious that even Trump has its own ideas, but he still has to take into 
consideration the country's real interests and may wish to play between the two sides and win 
more attention from both sides. However, this could have a negative impact on both sides of 
the Taiwan Strait. 
 
 As mentioned above, the Chinese media in Hong Kong quoted the Ukrainian media 
forecast, saying that China will carry out six wars in the next 50 years, in order to unify Taiwan 
and Outer Mongolia, to recover the South China Sea islands, Tibet, Diaoyu Islands and Ryukyu, 
and the territories occupied by Russia. This is also related to the goal of the establishment of 
the Chinese community. Although this argument did not indicate that the unification of Taiwan 
will be the first battle, the Chinese people’s identification to the region means that the rulers 
have to attract the people with moral righteousness, and the success of this Chinese Community 
would be something natural. However, if there is a deep ideological gap among Chinese people 
and the political and economic system is still highly differentiated, it would be difficult and 
could even cause a disaster in the Asian Chinese world. Moreover, in the process of integration 
of this Chinese community, there are major interests of the United States, Japan, India, Russia 
and other countries involved, so the uncertainty of the future development is still high. So, we 
                                                           
31 「尼加拉瓜运河开凿进度缓慢引发各方质疑」，腾讯财经，("The tardiness of Nicaraguan Canal 
construction caused lot of questions") Tencent Finance, 20 August 2015, at http: 
//finance.qq.com/a/20150820/068692.htm 
32 This paragraph has been quoted from 張麟徵 (Chang Lin-zhen), op. cit. 
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still have to observe the region closely. Besides, there is a famous Chinese saying, "A long-
standing integrated world is destined to split apart, and a divided world tended to unify at the 
end," which has always been a well-known historical lesson for us in the Chinese world. 
 
7. Conclusions 

After suffering for more than 100 years, China got the chance to rise again; but what is the most 
important goal for China? the rebuilding of a Chinese community or being a hegemonic power 
in the world? The answer to those questions needs much calculation and wisdom from its 
leaders. Perhaps, China has no intention to be a hegemonic power, and according to China's 
own history, the lesson that the hegemony cannot persist forever, is something well-known by 
the Chinese people. Only when every country is willing to be what it is, the world can be in 
peace.  The only way to solve the common problems is through the coordination with others 
with wisdom when necessary, and each country dealing with its own business Therefore, the 
coexistence among hegemonic powers is possible, especially considering that the hegemonic 
position can only be won by reason, not by force. Nevertheless, when several Chinese leaders 
speak on the maritime military exercises, that China will not seek the hegemony, it seems that 
their argument could not convince the international community at present time and space, so 
the future will have to be tested with the passage of time. 
 
 But in the eyes of the United States, the only hegemonic power in the world, there must 
be a different way of interpretation. Since it is normal for a great power to seek the hegemony 
according to the historical experience, no wonder that the United States takes China's rise as 
the greatest threat. However, although the hegemonic stability theory in international relations 
argues that the existence of hegemony is conducive to the order and economic development of 
the world, the hegemonic countries that need also to be involved in world affairs, must, at the 
same time, bear a very heavy responsibility. So, after a long period of time, all this will 
inevitably damage their own national strength. Especially, if hegemonic competition takes place, 
there will not remain only one champion forever. How to pursue the country's development and 
greatness, but not making excessive commitments abroad to make the development of the 
country enduring, it is something worth of reflection. The way the hegemon interacts with its 
surrounding areas, usually tends to arouse speculation, not knowing whether it is a great power 
with no ambition, or it is in its way towards reinforcing its hegemony. 
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                                                              Abstract:  
The US security policy toward East Asia since Obama administration’s policy of “Pivot” had transformed 
its security partnership with the East Asia allies. The US moved away from the hierarchical relationship 
where it maintained close bilateral cooperation with each country and moved toward an interconnected 
security network that requires a substantive contribution from allies. Though this security network is not a 
collective defense system, the US expected its allies, Japan in particular, to expand their roles on regional 
security. Cross-alliance cooperation is expected be more frequent. Taiwan is excluded from this 
transformation due to its unique political dispute with China. This articler argues that the emerging security 
network in East Asia has an unintended consequence: It increases the risk of armed conflict in Taiwan Strait 
because the US will find it difficult to convince China that its allies will not be involved in Taiwan Strait. 
The conclusion suggest that the US and its allies can take several steps to credibly reassure China as the US 
strengthens relations with its security partners.  
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de Taiwan bajo la administración Trump 

                                                               Resumen:  
La política de seguridad de Estados Unidos hacia Asia oriental desde la política de la administración 
Obama de "pivote" había transformado su asociación de seguridad con sus aliados. Estados Unidos se 
alejó de la relación jerárquica en la que mantenía una estrecha cooperación bilateral con cada país y se 
trasladó hacia una red de seguridad interconectada que requiere una contribución sustantiva de los 
aliados. Aunque esta red de seguridad no es un sistema de defensa colectiva, Estados Unidos espera que 
sus aliados, Japón en particular, amplien sus funciones en la seguridad regional. Se espera que la 
cooperación entre alianzas sea más frecuente. Taiwán está excluido de esta transformación debido a su 
singular disputa política con China. Este artículo sostiene que la red de seguridad emergente en Asia 
oriental tiene una consecuencia no intencionada: aumenta el riesgo de conflicto armado en el estrecho de 
Taiwán porque a Estados Unidos le resultará difícil convencer a China de que sus aliados no se verán 
envueltos en el Estrecho de Taiwan. La conclusión sugiere que Estados Unidos y sus aliados pueden 
tomar varias medidas para tranquilizar creíblemente a China, mientras Estados Unidos fortalece las 
relaciones con sus socios de seguridad. 

 

Palabras Clave: Política de Alianzas, red de seguridad, relaciones en el Estrecho de Taiwan, reaseguro. 
 

 Copyright © UNISCI, 2017. 
Las opiniones expresadas en estos artículos son propias de sus autores, y no reflejan necesariamente la 

opinión de UNISCI. The views expressed in these articles are those of the authors, and do not necessarily 
reflect the views of UNISCI 

 

                                                           
1Ping-Kuei Chen is Assitant Professor at the Department of Diplomacy, National Chengchi University, Taiwan 
E-mail: pkchen@nccu.edu.tw 
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5209/RUNI.58372  
 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

26 
 

1. Introduction 

For years, since the 1995/96 missile crisis, the Taiwan Strait has not been a place of military 
confrontation. Although the passage of anti-succession law in 2005 raised political tensions 
between Taipei and Beijing, these tensions did not escalate to militarized stand-offs. There were 
persistent diplomatic struggles between Taipei and Beijing, but military threats and conflicts 
were absent. Bilateral trade and investment thrived between Taiwan and China. The Ma In-jeou 
administration brought a period of relatively peaceful and stable cross-Strait relations. The 
relations soon cooled down after the pro-independence Democratic Progress Party returned to 
power in 2016. Although the cross-Strait relations worsened, the Taiwan Strait is still quite 
stable comparing to other area hot spots such as the Korean Peninsula or South China Sea. 
 
 Several researchers have discussed the stability in the Taiwan Strait. They explain the 
root causes and analyze possible changes in the future.2  It is generally agreed that the US 
deterrence has been the main source of stability in Taiwan Strait ever since the First Taiwan 
Strait Crisis in 1954. The US force stationed on the island supported Chiang Kai-shek’s defense 
against the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) during the Cold War. Its unyielding defense 
commitment toward Taiwan since the establishment of diplomatic relationship with China in 
1979 maintained the de facto independence of Taiwan. Beijing, Taipei, and Washington together 
formed such a stable trilateral relation that none of the three parties would dear to unilaterally 
alter the statu quo, due to the high cost of a multilateral conflict. 
 
 Studies on Taiwan frequently address the question of the statu quo, assessing the 
definition of statu quo and the possibility of changes.3   It is stated that the changes can be 
initiated by any of the three parties in Taiwan Strait: China may unilaterally use force (or 
threaten to use force) against Taiwan; Taiwan may declare de jure independence and pass a new 
constitution; the US may withdraw its possible defense commitment4. The changes are linked 
to the foreign policy of the three parties. There are few discussions on the impact of an external 
actor in cross-Strait stability. Indeed, it is doubtful that any third party will risk the rage of China 
interfering or intervening militarily in the cross-Strait relations (unless there are fundamental 

                                                           
2 See Er, Lam Peng: “China and Japan: A Clash of Two ‘Anti-Status Quo’ Powers?”, China: An International 
Journal, Vol.15, nº 1 (March 2017), pp. 83-97; Hickey, Dennis V.: “Parallel Progress: US-Taiwan Relations 
During an Era of Cross-Strait Rapprochement,” Journal of Chinese Political Science, Vol.20, nº 4 (December 
2015), pp. 369-384; Kastner, Scott L.: “Is the Taiwan Strait Still a Flash Point? Rethinking the Prospects for 
Armed Conflict between China and Taiwan”, International Security, Vol.40, nº 3 (January 2016), pp. 5492; Li, 
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third-party interests-not only military- to be defended). France, for example, suffered economic 
sanctions after the French government granted a large arms sale package to Taiwan in 1992.5  
 
 This article discusses a possible orientation of the cross-Strait relations from the 
perspective of the rational deterrence theory, examining how the external environment will 
affect China’s expectation of cross-Strait deterrence. The article argues that the trilateral 
relations are not isolated from the security environment. The discussion begins with the shift of 
the US’s alliance strategy in East Asia since the Obama administration. The US’s allies are 
taking more responsibilities in regional security affairs, and the inter-alliance connections are 
also getting stronger under the US stewardship. Under these circumstances, the US will find it 
difficult to convince China that its Asian allies will remain outside of the Taiwan Strait, either 
during peacetime or during a conflict.  
 
 The US and its allies have no intention to antagonize China over the Taiwan issue. 
However, China’s concern comes from the structural changes in East Asia security environment. 
I argue that China will worry that the US’s deterrence will become stronger with the assistance 
of its allies and China will consider that its military options will worsen, as the inter-alliance 
cooperation will hamper China’s ability to threatening Taiwan. As a result, China, in the short 
term, will be less patient with Taiwan and more willing to employ coercive threats to restrain 
Taiwan, as these threats will sway Taiwan closer to China’s preferable position. In other words, 
China will be more willing to use force to achieve unification when its probability of winning 
is still solid. The article concludes that the US will need to present stronger credible 
reassurances to maintain peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait. 
 
 The article is organized as follows: first I discuss the relevant literature on the subject, 
where I introduce the deterrence game written by Suzanne Werner.6 Then, I discuss the recent 
developments in the US alliance system in East Asia. Later I present a modified deterrence 
model to show how China will assess the security environment if a fourth party joins the 
deterrence game. Lastly, I present my assessment on cross-Strait stability and suggestions for 
reassuring China.  
 

2. Extended deterrence and cross-Strait relations  

Deterrence is a  theory and a policy that prevents an adversary from using military force to 
resolve a political dispute.7 Deterrent, by definition, is the threat of using military force, an 
instrument of coercion, trying to influence the decision making process of a potential 
aggressor.8 Sometimes states extend such coercive threat to protect other states, and therefore 
it is called extended deterrence9,  a situation where a defender seeks to prevent an external 
aggressor from attacking its ally or its protégé.  
 
 Successful extended deterrence relies on establishing credible deterrence threats. A 
defender should demonstrate strong resolve to use military force and its capability to defend its 

                                                           
5 Wellons, Patricia: “Sino-French Relations: Historical Alliance vs. Economic Reality”, The Pacific Review, 
Vol.7, nº 3 (1994), pp. 341-348. 
6 Werner, Suzanne: “Deterring Intervention: The Stakes of War and Third-Party Involvement”, American 
Journal of Political Science, Vol.44, nº 4 (2000), pp. 720732. 
7 Morgan, Patrick M (2003): Deterrence Now, Cambridge, New York, Cambridge University Press. 
8 Schelling, T.C. (2008): Arms and Influence, Yale University Press. 
9 Huth, Paul, and Russett, Bruce: “What Makes Deterrence Work? Cases from 1900 to 1980”, World Politics, 
Vol.36, nº 4 (July 1984), pp. 496-526; Russett, Bruce M.: “The Calculus of Deterrence”, Journal of Conflict 
Resolution, Vol.7, nº 2 (1963), pp. 97-109. 
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protégé.10  A potential attacker will launch attack if it believes, perhaps mistakenly, that the 
defender is incapable of defending the target state or the defender lacks the resolve to carry out 
a retaliation. The main issue in the policy of deterrence rests on the information concerning the 
intention and capability of the defender. The problem of understanding a deterrent threat, 
however, is not the lack of information, but the difficulties of interpreting information available 
to a potential attacker.11 To reduce uncertainty, a defender usually incurs in a costly signage.12 
If the cost of a defender to abandon its protégé is high, the deterrent threat is more credible for 
the attacker. For example, the deployment of forces nearby or on the territory of the protégé put 
the defender’s force under the risk of being attacked. It sends a strong signal on the will to 
defend the protégé.13  
 
 The US-Taiwan-China trilateral relations is a case of extended deterrence. Although the 
US and Taiwan had no formal alliance since 1979, the US had a clear policy orientation to 
forestall PLA’s use of force on Taiwan.14 The US prefers a peaceful Taiwan Strait where the 
Taiwan government leans toward the US. Taiwan, on the other hand, is a protégé that relies 
heavily on the US for the provision of security. Taiwan is vulnerable without the US’s deterrent. 
The size of the bilateral military disparity is quite significant. There is little doubt that the PLA 
will quickly break Taiwan’s defenses if Taiwan fights alone. As China’s military power has 
rapidly grown up in recent decades, the imbalance in cross-Strait military strength become more 
precarious. Recent analysis shows an increasing concern about Taiwan’s ability to withstand 
the Chinese attack before the US intervention and urge Taiwan to increase its defense capability 
in order to allow the response of the US forces.15 These recommendations seek to secure the 
US’s ability to intervene in the Taiwan Strait, thereby maintaining its deterrent. The presence 
of a US deterrent force is commonly recognized as the main factor keeping peace in Taiwan 
Strait. It becomes even more important as China becomes more capable of conquering Taiwan 
by force.  Since the Cold War this deterrence successfully kept the peace between China and 
Taiwan. Indeed, professor Robert S. Ross argues that cross-Strait deterrence is more stable than 
the deterrence existing in the Korean Peninsula.16 
The Taiwan Relations Act sets up the US’s commitment to the defense of Taiwan. Such 
commitment is constrained by the three communiques between the US and China. The Third 
Communique (also referred as August 17th Communique) is directly related to Taiwan’s 
security since it calls for the gradual decrease of the US arms sales to Taiwan.17 Due to the lack 
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12 See Fearon, James: “Signaling Foreign Policy Interests: Tying Hands versus Sinking Costs”, The Journal of 
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Crisis Bargaining”, International Studies Quarterly, Vol.36, nº 2 (1992), pp. 153-172. 
13 See Fuhrmann, Matthew, and Sechser, Todd S.: “Signaling Alliance Commitments: Hand-Tying and Sunk 
Costs in Extended Nuclear Deterrence”, American Journal of Political Science, Vol.58, nº 4 (2014), pp. 919-935. 
14 Chan, Steve: “Extend Deterrence in the Taiwan Strait”, World Affairs, Vol.166, nº 2 (2003), pp. 109-125. 
15 Murray, William S.: “Revisiting Taiwan’s Defense Strategy” , Naval War College Review, Vol.61, nº 3, 
(Summer 2008), pp. 1238; Shlapak, David et al.: “A Question of Balance: Political Context and Military Aspects 
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https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2009/RAND_MG888.pdf. 
16 Ross, Robert S. (2006): New Directions in the Study of China’s Foreign Policy, Stanford University Press, pp. 
13-49. 
17 This promise was not without conditions. The Communique aimed to resolve difference over arms sales to 
Taiwan. The US recognized that stopping arms sales would leave Taiwan defenseless against PLA invasion. The 
decrease of arms sales would depend on “the Chinese policy of striving for a peaceful resolution of the Taiwan 
question.” The article reads “…the United States Government states that it does not seek to carry out a long-term 
policy of arms sales to Taiwan, that its arms sales to Taiwan will not exceed, either in qualitative or in 
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of diplomatic relations and a formal alliance, the US’s security obligation on Taiwan has been 
unilaterally defined by Washington. The commitment had been declared and shown in various 
public statements and in the US foreign policy. For example, Ronald Reagan disclosed six 
assurances to Taiwan following the announcement of the Third Communique between China 
and the US.18 Contrary to an alliance scenario, the lack of a formal agreement makes the US 
defense commitments more unpredictable and, thus, its resolve to defend Taiwan is not clear. 
The US has adopted various forms of signage, alarming China about its resolution to protect 
Taiwan. Arms sales had been one of the most significant signals.19 In addition, the US resolve 
was demonstrated by military exchanges, high level officials visits, and technology transfer. 
Meanwhile, the US also maintained a clear position on the issue, rejecting Taiwan independence 
since this was unacceptable to China and might press Beijing to adopt a military solution. The 
US’s ability to protect Taiwan as well as to restrain Taiwan constituted a strong deterrent power. 
On the other hand, war on Taiwan became very costly for China, and, apparently, there was no 
immediate loss in maintaining the current status. China was discontent with US’s involvement 
in Taiwan Strait, but challenging the US was not a promising option. The US’s extended 
deterrence created a stable statu quo. China refrained from using force and Taiwan refrained 
from declaring de jure independence.20 The absence of military clashes in Taiwan Strait since 
the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis suggests that the US deterrence was quite successful. 
 
 Although the deterrence theory helps us understand why a potential attacker (China) 
refrains from using force against the target (Taiwan), the basic deterrence game does not capture 
the available foreign policy tools for an attacker. Most importantly, it fails to account for the 
attacker’s ability to issue coercive threats.21 Werner develops a game that allows the attacker to 
issue threats on target.22  Figure 1 presents the extensive form of the game. This game represents 
quite well the cross-Strait deterrence. An attacker makes a χ amount of coercive threat (offer) 
to a target. The attacker backs its threat by pledging to use force. The target thinks and discusses 
whether it wants to accept. If the target refuses, a conflict will occur, and then the third party 
decides whether it wants to join. Target concession depends on whether it will receive the help 
from the third party. The target risks a bilateral war with the attacker under the absence of third 
party assistance. The optimal amount of threat is mainly determined by the capability 
(probability of winning) and the cost of war for the defender. The main point of this model is 
that the attacker can find a proper level of coercive threat that prevents the intervention of a 
third party.23  
                                                           
quantitative terms, the level of those supplied in recent years since the establishment of diplomatic relations 
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resolution, see H.Con.Res.88 - Reaffirming the Taiwan Relations Act and the Six Assurances as cornerstones of 
United States, at https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-concurrent-resolution/88/text/eh. 
19 Kastner, Scott L., Reed, William, and Chen, Ping-Kuei: “Mostly Bark, Little Bite? Modeling US Arms Sales 
to Taiwan and the Chinese Response”, Issues & Studies, Vol.49, nº 3 (September 2013), pp. 111-150. 
20 During the Cold War, the US’s extended deterrence also made sure Taiwan did not launch military assault 
against mainland. Chiang Kai-shek was determined to assault the Chinese mainland. The US stopped his 
operations during early 1960s. 
21 Signorino, Curtis S., and Tarar, Ahmer: “A Unified Theory and Test of Extended Immediate Deterrence”, 
American Journal of Political Science, Vol.50, nº 3 (July 2006), pp. 586605. 
22 Werner, “Deterring Intervention.” 
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Figure 1. Werner’s coercive bargaining model  

Source: Werner, “Deterring Intervention.”  
 
This model points out the dilemma the Chinese leaders faced in cross-Strait deterrence. The US 
consistently showed resolve to protect Taiwan. China found it difficult to use force against 
Taiwan. To bend the statu quo closer to China’s ideal point, the Chinese leaders sought certain 
level of concession from the Taiwan government that creates a certain atmosphere for 
unification. In the past China made various latent threats (or offers) to Taiwan. These threats 
did not trigger military reactions from the US, but they helped achieve China’s policy goal. At 
the minimum, China would want to coerce leaders in Taiwan to refrain from declaring 
independence. The passage of Anti-Succession Law, annual PLA military exercises24, and the 
PLA aircrafts and naval vessels passing or circumnavigating Taiwan25 were the examples of 
these latent threats. These policies intended to give a warning to the leader of Taiwan. They try 
to influence Taiwan’s policy by constraining the available options that theTaiwan leader could 
choose. Werner’s model also explains why China was eager to provide favors to Taiwanese 
enterprises or sought to control media in Taiwan.26 China knew clearly that these efforts would 
not provoke the US intervention, and it could gain influence within the Taiwan society. 
 
 From this point of view, the US deterrence success did not rely solely on the US’s 
military capability. Two other factors kept China from challenging the statu quo: First, China 
maintains the option to make coercive threats or lucrative offers to Taiwan. In these cases, 
Taiwan usually has to respond to China alone. The US does not intervene, nor does it help 
Taiwan to resist China’s demands or offers. China can make flexible moves as long as it does 
not violate Taiwan’s sovereignty by military force. To be sure, those threats do not imply a 
military conflict as the last resort. Taiwan does not necessarily risk a bilateral war if it resists 
China’s demand. Taiwan usually stands firm against coercion. Taiwan’s response to the Anti-
Secession Law is an example. Taiwan never recognized that the Law gave China the legitimacy 
to invade Taiwan. However, China’s latent threat did have an impact on the Taiwan society. The 
fact that Beijing insisted on having the legitimacy to invade Taiwan created pressures on the 
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Taiwanese government, forcing it to slow down pro-independence policies.  
 
 Second, deterrence works if China retains the chance to challenge the statu quo in the 
future. China’s growing capability increases its confidence of resisting the US intervention in 
Taiwan Strait. China seeks to break the deterrence by developing A2AD technology. The 
Chinese leaders, particularly PLA ranking officers, expect that China’s ability to coerce Taiwan 
will increase in the not distant future. Indeed, some hawkish statements made by a few retired 
PLA generals seems to suggest that time is on the side of China, and China will soon be able to 
take Taiwan by force.27 The shadow of the future is long for China.  Apparently, it has no interest 
in resolving the Taiwan issue immediately. China will probably wait until it has sufficient 
capability to repel the US intervention. At that time, China will promote a policy of coercive 
bargaining against Taiwan without the US intervention.  
 
 The Taiwan Strait has been peaceful due to a successful extended deterrence. The US 
showed a reliable commitment to the defense of Taiwan, and its power projection capability to 
Asia keeps China at bay. China, though not satisfied with the current status, has sufficient 
reasons not to challenge the statu quo. The US and Taiwan are well aware of China’s incentives 
to challenge the statu quo in the future. As China becomes more capable of changing the statu 
quo unilaterally, they too will try to raise the deterrent capabilities.  
 
3. Hub and Spokes and the US Alliance Pattern in Asia 
 
During the Cold War, the US adopted a different alignment strategy in East Asia. Unlike the 
multilateral alliances in Europe led by the US, the US established bilateral security alliances 
with each major ally in East Asia. Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan were part of the free world 
camp, but each of them maintained a security cooperation with the US separately. The US only 
pursued multilateralism in Southeast Asia (SEATO) and Oceania (ANZUS). Cha argues that 
the risk of entrapment, the historical mistrust between these allies, and the degree of the US 
control over individual allies were the main reasons for this alignment decision.28 These allies 
were coordinated with the US military closely, but they seldom intervened in each other’s 
security affairs. For example, Japan was not responsible for defending South Korea and South 
Korea did not assist the defense of Taiwan Strait. These alliances worked independently despite 
the fact that their security interests were closely connected. 
 
 The US’s alliance strategy was known as the “hub and spoke” system. The US occupied 
the center and extended its security and political influence into the East Asian states. The US 
relied primarily on its own capability to maintain the security of Asia allies, creating 
hierarchical relations in the alliances similar to those maintained between the Soviets and its 
Communist protégés.29 The US supported its major allies in Asia to fight against communist 
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Taiwan before 2020, see his interview host by Global Times. Wang, Hongguang (王洪光): “2020 nian qianhou 
hui baofa taihai zhanzheng” (War will occur in Taiwan Strait around the year of 2020, 2020年前后会爆发台海
战争), Global Times, 17 December 2016, at http://taiwan.huanqiu.com/article/2016-12/9823878.html. 
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threats outside or within their states. These Asian allies were on the frontline of the US’s 
struggle with the communist world, and they made different degrees of contribution in the 
Vietnam War. However, these allies, particularly Japan, did not get involved in the security 
affairs outside of its territory. The US took full responsibility in the Taiwan Strait and the Korean 
Peninsula. Throughout the Cold War, the US never encouraged its security partners to engage 
in other formal security agreements.  
 
 To be sure, the US security commitment to any of its allies in East Asia was connected 
with other alliances. The “domino theory” was acute in the hub and spoke system. Once the 
hub weakened its connection with one spoke, the fear of abandonment would have driven other 
spokes to question the US’s commitment with themselves. The US faced this dilemma during 
the normalization of relationship with China. Its commitment toward Taiwan was partly due to 
the desire to keep the faith of its allies. The hub and spoke system continued after the Cold War. 
The US maintained its presence in East Asia. As the multilateral agreements in Asia fell apart, 
the hub and spoke system was maintained. The US intervened in regional security hot spots 
helping its allies, including the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis and the Korean Nuclear Crisis during 
the 1990s.  
 
 In the age of counterterrorism war, the security agenda and hot spots in East Asia 
remained unchanged. The threat of North Korea, the Sino-US dispute over the political future 
of Taiwan, and East China Sea territorial disputes have occupied the minds of American leaders. 
The South China Sea dispute caught attention in the last few years because of the China’s new 
activities in the region. The end of major wars in the Middle East and the rising challenges in 
Asian security affairs encouraged the US to divert more resources to Asia. Since 2011, the 
Obama administration adopted the policy of “strategic pivot to Asia”, aiming at strengthening 
the US leadership in Asia.30  It was often referred as “rebalancing”. According to the US 
administration, the US should expand and intensify its presence in Asia. This included new 
deployments of military forces to Asia, defense cooperation with states in the region, and the 
promotion of free trade agreements such as TPP.31  
 
 A major part of the rebalancing policy was focused on strengthening alliance ties. The 
US started to build (or rebuild) closer security partnership with its Asian allies. The most 
important cases were Australia and Japan. These countries were both long-term allies of the US 
and major actors in East Asia politics. They had strong economies and military capabilities to 
intervene in regional affairs, and they were willing to follow the US’s request to take more 
responsibilities. To be sure, these countries had already been deeply involved in regional 
security affairs before the Obama administration. For example, Japan wanted to promote its 
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role in issues of regional security since the end of Cold War.32 However, the US’s efforts to 
bring these states forward are recent and the inter-alliances cooperation had significant policy 
implications. It signaled changes in the US alliance policy in Asia.  
 
 The role of Japan increased significantly in recent years. It was evident that the US 
planned to allow Japan to take more responsibilities in regional security affairs. In 2015, the 
Japanese Diet passed a series of laws under the support of Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. 
These security laws, or “the Legislation for Peace and Security” (hereafter Legislation), allowed 
the Japanese Self-Defense Force (JSDF) to break the restraints of the Japanese constitution. The 
JSDF will be able to take a wider role in interstate conflicts. For example, the legislation 
enhanced JSDF’s role in Peacekeeping Operations and relaxed the conditions of JSDF 
involvement in an armed conflict. It authorized the JSDF to join collective defense operations 
overseas. The JSDF could perform operation on foreign soil under the consent of the local 
government. The legislation also set up conditions where the JSDF would provide logistic 
supports to allies during armed conflict even if such conflict would not violate Japan’s territorial 
sovereignty.33 
 
 The passage of the legislation suggested that the US wished Japan to take more 
responsibilities in the future. Japan and the US would be more flexible regarding the JSDF 
deployment beyond the Japanese territory. The JSDF can project its capability to areas where 
Japan’s security interests are concerned. To be sure, the legislation still set limits about the 
extent of the JSDF participation in armed conflicts. The JSDF cannot use direct force unless the 
situation of “direct influence on Japan’s security” exists. And, given the anti-militarism that 
exists in Japan, alive and kicking, the JSDF would face domestic pressures to participate in 
conflicts far away from Japan.34 Nevertheless, the legislation opened up opportunities for the 
JSDF to take a supportive role if the US is engaged in a military conflict with a third party. 
Japan will also be able to intervene in security affairs connected with its own interests such as 
the South China Sea dispute or the sea/air lines of communication.  
 
 In addition to authorizing the use of force, Japan took steps to strengthen its military 
capability. Japan relied on the US for nuclear deterrence, but it has maintained a substantive 
military force since the end of Second World War. Although its military expense as percentage 
of GDP was relatively low- was less than 1%-, Japan consistently occupied the second place of 
the military spending among East Asia countries. In recent years, the Japanese government 
showed an interest in expanding its military capabilities in response to the North Korea missile 
and nuclear tests and Japan’s defense budget has grown for five consecutive years. The 
government is requesting another 2.5% increase for the fiscal year of 2018.35  
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Security Policy”, International Security, Vol.35, nº 2 (September 2010), pp. 123-160. 
35 Pollmann, Mina: “What’s in Japan’s Record 2018 Defense Budget Request?”, The Diplomat, 28 August 2017, 
at http://thediplomat.com/2017/08/whats-in-japans-record-2018-defense-budget-request/. 
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Figure 2. Military expenditure of Japan 2002-2016. 

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), The SIPRI Military Expenditure 
Database. 
 
Japan also witnessed new military developments. Its new helicopter destroyers, Izumo and 
Kaga, went into service in 2015 and 2017. The Izumo class destroyers were the largest surface 
vessels Japan has built since the Second World War. Although the Izumo class flight deck was 
designed to accommodate helicopters, it was stress its resemblance to a light aircraft carrier that 
could carry vertical landing combat jets (VTOL) such as F-35b.36 In the meantime, the US has 
deployed a squadron of F-35b to Japan in the beginning of 2017.37 Although neither the US nor 
Japan ever confirmed the possibility of operating F-35b on the Izumo destroyers, now the 
conversion of the Izumo helicopter carrier into a full-fledged aircraft carrier, packing F-35B 
fighter jets is openly discussed and a conclusion is expected by summer 2018 on retrofitting the 
Izumo.38The availability of the Izumo class destroyers open to the JSDF the chance of taking 
part in the US maritime operations.  
 
  In any case, Japan continues to strengthen its security cooperation with the US. In May 
2017, Japan sent an Izumo class destroyer to South China Sea for a three-month tour. It 
participated in a joint passing exercise (PASSEX) with the US vessels in the South China Sea.39 
The helicopter destroyer later joined Indian and US vessels to begin the Malabar exercise.40 
This was the third time Japan joined this annual exercise. The participation of the Izumo class 
                                                           
36 Gamble points out the possibility of accommodating short-take-off and vertical landing aircrafts. The Spanish 
Italian aircraft carriers host Harrier II combat aircrafts. The Izumo class has longer deck than those aircraft 
carriers. See Gamble, Matthew: “Japan's Lethal 'Helicopter-Destroyer': An Aircraft Carrier in Disguise?”, 
National Interests, 11 April 2016, at  http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/japans-lethal-helicopter-destroyer-
aircraft-carrier-disguise-15740  
37  Insinna, Valerie: “First F-35B Squadron Moves to Japan”, Defense News, 10 January 2017, at 
http://www.defensenews.com/articles/first-f-35b-squadron-moves-to-japan. 
38 Ryo Aibara: “Japan's defense to mark historic change if Izumo becomes flattop”, The Asahi Shimbun, 27 
December 2017. 
39 Gady, Franz-Stefan: “South China Sea: Japan’s Largest Warship Concludes Drill With US Navy Littoral 
Combat Ship”, The Diplomat, 20 May 2017, at http://thediplomat.com/2017/05/south-china-sea-japans-largest-
warship-concludes-drill-with-us-navy-littoral-combat-ship/. For the plan of Izumo’s tour, see Kelly, Tim & 
Kubo, Nobuhiro: “Exclusive: Japan plans to send largest warship to South China Sea, sources say”, Reuters, 14 
Mar 2017, at http://www.reuters.com/article/us-japan-navy-southchinasea-exclusive-idUSKBN16K0UP . 
40 For reports on the Exercise, see Kumar, Yogendra: “Malabar 2017’s Geostrategic Dimensions”, Gateway 
House, 3 August 2017, at http://www.gatewayhouse.in/malabar-2017-geostrategic-dimensions/. 

390

395

400

405

410

415

420
C

O
N

ST
A

N
T

 (
20

15
) H

U
N

D
R

E
D

 U
SD

Japan



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

35 
 

destroyer did not represent a projection of military power, but instead an indication that Japan 
was able to coordinate with its allies for joint operations in case of an armed conflict takes place 
outside the Japanese territory. The US also brought Japan to coordinate with other allies more 
closely. Japan was invited to join the 2015 Talisman Sabre, an annual exercise held by Australia 
and the US.41  This was the first time the Japanese military went to the South Pacific and 
partnered with Australia. The security agenda of Japan and Australia gradually merged under 
the support and patronage of the US. As the Australian PM Turnbull said: “Australia is invested 
in Japan's success as Japan is invested in ours”.42  
 
 Japan used to focus its security interests in northern Asia, standing with the US to deal 
with threats coming from North Korea. Australia traditionally was more concerned about the 
stability in South China Sea and South Pacific. Their interests became inter-related since the 
Obama administration. The US introduced Japan into a security agenda where it previously did 
not participate because it expected that Japan would take an increasing role in the regional 
security affairs. The result is that Japan is now actively engaged in inter-alliance cooperation 
and prepared for possible interventions in regional security crisis.  
 
 The US also increased its security cooperation with other Asian states by strengthening 
its military presence. This includes the rotation deployment of the US marines in northern 
Australia, the deployment of US counterterrorism force in Philippines 43 , and the base 
enhancement project in Philippines.44 These policies remained unchanged during the Trump 
administration. In response to North Korea’s missile tests in the first half of 2017, the US sent 
two aircraft carrier strike groups to the Korean Peninsula.45 This was a rare concentration of the 
US naval force. The provocative behavior of North Korea not only increased the US military 
deployment in North Asia, it also increased the US cooperation with its allies.  
 
 Unlike the hierarchical relations the US had maintained in the past, the US increasingly 
asked its allies to take more responsibilities in the regional security affairs.  All this did not 
fundamentally change the hub and spoke system. An example was the alliance relations in North 
Asia. Although both Japan and South Korea faced the threat from North Korea, the US still 
keep the two states apart. The US held military exercises with each one of them but never 
invited both states to a joint exercise. The joint military actions might touch the sensitive 
political/historical nerve between Japan and South Korea.  
 
 Although the US expected its Asia allies to take an increasing role, it did not make use 
constantly of the burden sharing argument as what the case with the European allies. On the 

                                                           
41 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/26/japan-joins-us-australian-military-exercise-in-july-for-first-
time  
42 Hitchings, Anna: “Japan, Australia discuss military, trade”, news.com.au, 15 January 2017, at 
http://www.news.com.au/national/breaking-news/japan-australia-discuss-military-trade/news-
story/602bc3e93f434e226ecbca4ee9f41e98.  
43 The US deployed forces on Philippines since the September 11th attack. Due to the limitation of Philippine 
constitution, the forces stationed there on rotational basis. Heydarian, Richard J.: “As terror threat rises, 
Philippines reaches to America”, 12 June 2017, at http://www.atimes.com/article/terror-threat-rises-duterte-
pivots-america/. 
44 This is part of Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA). This decision represented the US’s 
interest to invest more in its Asia ally. See Mogato, Manuel: “Philippines Says U.S. Military to Upgrade Bases, 
Defense Deal Intact”, Reuters, 26 January 2017, at https://www.reuters.com/article/us-philippines-usa-defence-
idUSKBN15A18Z.    
45 LaGrone, Sam: “U.S. Conducting Dual Carrier-Ops off Korean Peninsula Amidst Chinese Concern”, USNI 
News, 31 May 2017, at https://news.usni.org/2017/05/31/u-s-conducting-dual-carrier-ops-off-korean-peninsula-
amidst-chinese-concern. 
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2017 NATO summit, President Trump openly urge the NATO members to spend a minimum of 
2% of their Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on defense as was agreed at the Wales Summit in 
September 2014.46 The Trump administration did not make a similar requirement to its Asian 
allies. Moreover, the US did not push its allies to replace its role in East Asia. On the contrary, 
it increased its military presence and worked closely with its Asian allies. The US dominance 
on regional security remained strong. Its leadership prompted its Asian allies to contribute to 
the regional security.  
 
 The result of this efforts was a loosely connected security network between the US allies, 
although not all allies were connected with each other. Only few US allies (namely, Japan and 
Australia) established a cross-alliance cooperation. The US carefully maneuvered and 
monitored the inter-alliance cooperation to avoid disputes. And if the allies had difficulties in 
cooperating with each other, the US mediated between them. For example, Australia expressed 
its interests in joining the 2017 exercise Malabar, but India rejected the Australia’s request for 
fear of antagonizing China.47 The US and Japan voiced their support for Australia and India 
later agreed to accept Australia’s participation as an observer.  
 
 The security network in East Asia is still nascent. It is far from a collective defense 
alliance, nor does it resemble a security community. But it is evident that the allies will increase 
their cooperation by supporting the other allies’ vital security interests. More remarkable, the 
US’s Asian allies will be capable of sharing the burden with the US in regional security affairs. 
If a conflict occurs in the region, the US allies will be ready to provide military assistance.  
 
 The development of the US alliance system focuses on an imminent regional security 
threat, namely, North Korea’s aggression and China’s presence in South China Sea and East 
China Sea. Taiwan Strait is excluded from allies’ exercises. China is determined to reject any 
foreign intervention in the Taiwan issue. It tolerates the US involvement because the US has 
already been involved since the Chinese Civil War. However, it will not tolerate more 
interventions from neighboring countries.  
  
 Although the Asian states are unwilling to see an unprovoked use of force on Taiwan, 
their interest in intervening in a cross-Strait conflict remains very low. The Asia allies depend 
on the US to resolve the issue of Taiwan. Even Japan, who is the most interested country in 
Taiwan’s de facto independence, carefully maneuvers between China and the US and avoids 
being involved in cross-Strait politics. Taiwan is sitting outside the emerging security network. 
As inter-alliance cooperation becomes more frequent, Taiwan still relies on the informal 
commitment provided by the US. Even if Taiwan wants to participate in regional security affairs, 
it will face the objection of the US and its neighbors. The essence of the cross-Strait deterrence 
                                                           
46 “Donald Trump Tells NATO Allies to Pay up at Brussels Talks”, BBC News, 25 May 2017, at 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-40037776. NATO: “Wales Summit Declaration”, 5 September 2014, at 
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm. 
47 The Indian government denied that China factor was behind its decision, but it was generally believed that 
India worried that China might increase activities in Indian Sea as response. See analysis by Smith, Jeff: “Why Is 
India Excluding Australia From Naval Drills?”, The Diplomat, 1 June 2017, at 
http://thediplomat.com/2017/06/why-is-india-excluding-australia-from-naval-drills/ Also see report on India’s 
decision: Miglani, Sanjeev: “India Won’t Include Australia in Naval Drills, Fears China Backlash”, Reuters, 30 
May 2017, at https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-navy-exercises-idUSKBN18Q1VD ; “India Rebuffs 
Australia’s Request to Participate in Malabar Joint Naval Exercise with US, Japan over China Concerns”, The 
Straits Times, 31 May 2017, at http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/south-asia/india-rebuffs-australias-request-to-
participate-in-malabar-joint-naval-exercise-with ; Miglani, Sanjeev: “U.S. Carrier Group Leads Biggest yet 
Drills with India and Japan”, Reuters, 10 July 2017, at http://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-navy-
idUSKBN19V11X.  
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is not different from the past despite the fact that Japan, South Korea, and Australia have begun 
to take more responsibilities, aiding the US.  
 
 Nevertheless, the emerging security network has an impact on the cross-Strait relations. 
It does not result from the actions of the US allies but instead by the expectations created in 
China on the behavior of US allies in cross-Strait relations. Now, the US allies are more capable 
and willing to provide assistance to the US in the case of conflict. They are also more likely to 
be part of the US deterrence to discourage an attack. The fact that these allies become more 
active in regional affairs have implications on the cross-Strait relations. Since the US allies will 
assist the US military when a regional security crisis occurs, for China, the level of uncertainty 
increases: it becomes uncertain whether the US allies will remain neutral or participate in a 
cross-Strait conflict. This creates the possibility that a fourth actor could enter in the conflict if 
China decides to use force against Taiwan.  
 
 The inclusion of this fourth actor in the model presented before gives more uncertainty 
to the model. There will be two defenders who have to decide whether they want to intervene 
in a conflict between the attacker and the target. Figure 3 shows the extensive form of the game. 
Once defender 1 (D1) takes a decision, defender 2 (D2) has to decide whether it wants to join. 
With more states supporting the target, the target is more likely to survive in a multilateral war.  
 
Figure 3. Werner’s Model with Two Defenders 

 

 
Source: Werner, “Deterring Intervention.”  
 
The decisions of two defenders are interrelated. If one defender refrains from intervention, it 
affects the probability of winning by the other two actors. To simplify the model and make the 
model closer to a cross-Strait situation, we assume that D1 is much stronger than D2. The basic 
dynamic of the game remains the same. Deterrence fails when the target refuses to counteract 
the attacker’s threat, resulting in an attack on the target. In general, the most significant change 
here is that the presence of D2 increases the deterrent threat and the total amount of defense. 
War becomes costlier for the attacker and its probability of winning is lower. The attacker will 
consider the preferences of D1 and D2 when it makes a threat (offer) to the target. And the 
target will be less likely to concede because it is harder for the attacker to launch attack.  
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Under a complete information, D1 and D2’s policy choice is clear. If D1 intervenes, D2 will 
choose to intervene because they will prevail in conflict. If D1 does not intervene, D2 will not 
intervene because of war cost and low chance of winning. The attacker can find the sufficient χ 
amount to prevent the intervention of both defenders. It only needs to know D1’s acceptable χ 
amount. However, the amount of χ is expected to be smaller here than in the one defender 
scenario. The reason is that the defenders will share the cost of war. If D1’s war cost is lower, 
the amount of χ it can tolerate will decrease. 
 
 The game becomes much more complicated under incomplete information. The attacker 
is uncertain about the resolve of both defenders. The attacker cannot correctly estimate whether 
they are sincere about their claims of defending the target. There is a higher risk that the attacker 
issues a miscalculated threat and triggers military responses from either D1 or D2. Moreover, 
since the attacker needs to understand the resolve of two actors, it becomes more difficult to 
estimate. The attacker might be correct on one of the defenders but fail to recognize the resolve 
of another. In that case, the attacker might accidentally enter a conflict with an opponent it does 
not expect.  
 
 The real capabilities of D1 and D2 are not clear. The attacker knows that D1 is stronger, 
but it does not know whether the defenders are capable of defending the target. Hence it is 
difficult to estimate the probabilities of winning in a three-parties war or a fourth-parties war. 
Due to the uncertainty on capabilities, it is also hard to estimate the joint behavior. The attacker 
does not know if D1 is able to convince D2 to join, or vice versa. Therefore, the attacker may 
trigger a conflict in which it believes it will prevail in a three-party war, but soon finds that it 
cannot win such a war. In addition, a fourth-party joining the struggle may catch the attacker 
off guard and harm its prospects in the conflict. With uncertainty about capabilities, the attacker 
finds hard to use force because it cannot be sure about the result of the conflict. 
 
 In terms of the suitable amount of χ, the attacker finds it very difficult to make a precise 
estimate. It needs to estimate and compare both D1’s and D2’s acceptable amount and issue a 
threat that does not exceed the smaller one between D1 and D2. Given that the probability of 
winning is uncertain, the chance of miscalculation increases. Under such circumstances the 
attacker may minimize its threat to prevent provocation, or simply does not threaten the target. 
The attacker finds harder to make a coercive demand since it has greater risk of triggering a 
multilateral war. In sum, the attacker’s position deteriorates comparing to a three-actor scenario.  
 
4. The impact on cross-Strait stability 

Now we apply the model to Taiwan Strait. Other things being equal, if a fourth actor join in a 
cross-Strait conflict in the future, the probability of winning a multilateral war by China will 
decrease, and the cost of war will increase. China will expect to meet a stronger deterrent threat, 
and, under these circumstances, it is more difficult to make a coercive threat on Taiwan. As 
emphasized above, what matters is China’s perception of its future position in a cross-Strait 
conflict. It does not matter how the US or its allies think or act. China’s assessment will 
determine how it will act in the short run. As the East Asia security network is building up, 
China will feel its hands tied in the regional security agenda.48 China sees a hazy future in the 
cross-Strait relations. It will gradually lose advantage as the US allies become stronger and 
more active in regional security affairs. The possibility of an US ally intervening in a cross-
Strait conflict becomes a genuine concern. China thus has the incentive to act before its position 
worsens. 

                                                           
48 Liff, Adam P.: “China and the US Alliance System”, The China Quarterly, April 2017, pp. 129. 
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Japan is the key actor in this scenario. From China’s perspective, even if Japan does not join 
the fighting, it will take the auxiliary role and provide logistic support to the US forces, which 
will also increase China’s cost of war and decrease its probability of winning. This is 
increasingly a possibility since JSDF has taken a stronger role in security issues overseas.  In 
fact, Japan’s naval operations overseas increased significantly. The territorial dispute over 
Senkaku/Diaoyu Island and Japan’s activity in South China Sea make China wary about Japan’s 
military involvement in East Asia. As Japan projects its military capability into the East China 
Sea and the South China Sea, China will feel less confident about Japan’s neutrality in a future 
cross-Strait conflict. 
 
 As an outstanding effect, China’s ability to threaten Taiwan will weaken. Uncertainty 
about a fourth party to join the conflict makes it difficult to calculate the amount of demand that 
Taiwan will concede. China does not know whether the US will be less tolerant to a China’s 
threat toward Taiwan. The stronger role of the US allies and the increase of inter-alliance 
cooperation send an unintended signal to China: The US allies will be more prepared to assist 
the US in the Taiwan Strait. As a result, the US will be more capable of defending Taiwan 
despite the Chinese military modernization. Leaders in China cannot ignore the possibility of a 
new partner in the Taiwan issue. If China feels concerned that the US is introducing its allies in 
the Taiwan Strait, it is a signal that the US takes the initiative for strengthening its deterrent 
threat against China. China may think that the US is becoming less tolerant over Taiwan, and 
the US will guard against China’s effort of infringing on Taiwan’s sovereignty. Then, China 
will discover that threatening effectively Taiwan is increasingly difficult. 
 
 To be sure, I do not argue that an US ally will directly join a cross-Strait conflict and 
fight against PLA, neither will the US formally allow its allies to initiate a deterrent threat 
against China over the issue of Taiwan. Any clear signal that a fourth party joins the deterrence 
will push the US and China to the brink of war. The US is well aware of China’s fear to foreign 
intervention in cross-Strait relations. For the same reason, the US was reluctant to include 
Taiwan in its policy of pivot to Asia.49 Yet the problem is not the actions of the US allies during 
peacetime. Once conflict erupts in Taiwan Strait and the US decides to intervene, the US has 
no reason to deliberately exclude its allies. It can call upon (or force) its Asian allies to assist in 
the conflict. China believes that it will not only face the US armed forces if a conflict erupts in 
the Taiwan Strait. Japan or other US allies may become associated with the conflict either by 
providing logistic support or intelligence. Even if the US decided not to intervene, its allies may 
act as a proxy and defend Taiwan for the US’s and their own interests. When China considers 
military solutions, it will not only consider the probability of a US intervention but also the 
response of the US allies in East Asia. In the past, the role of the US’s allies in a possible Taiwan 
Strait conflict was clear, they lacked the resolve and capabilities to confront China in defense 
of Taiwan. The inter-alliance cooperation today seems to suggest that these allies can have the 
capacity to intervene overseas.  
 
 The US has not clarified the role of its allies in cross-Strait relations. Indeed, the US has 
the incentive to keep this information reserved because it will have more options during the 
cross-Strait conflict. China, on the other hand, can only estimate the probability of having a 
fourth player in Taiwan Strait after observing the development of the US’s alliance system in 

                                                           
49 Hickey, Dennis (2013): “The U.S. Pivot to the Asia-Pacific: Implications for Taiwan”, in Taiwan and the U.S. 
Pivot to Asia: New Realities in the Region?, Washington, D.C, Wilson Center, pp. 13-24; Mazza, Michael: 
“Taiwan’s Crucial Role in the US Pivot to Asia”, American Enterprise Institute, July, Vol.9, (2013); Wang, 
Vincent Wei-cheng: “The U.S. Asia Rebalancing and the Taiwan Strait Rapprochement”, Orbis, Vol.59, nº 3 
(January 2015), pp. 361-379. 
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Asia. Japan has a territorial dispute with China; it actively participates in South China Sea 
dispute; and it highly values its relations with Taiwan. China has reason to suspect that Japan 
may be interested in participating in a future cross-Strait conflict. In addition to the concern 
over Japan, China also fears that more US allies will join after the conflict begins because the 
US will not hesitate to invite more allies to openly support Taiwan during conflict.  
 
 China’s concern is likely to make it more restless. It will be less patient about the 
prospects of more favorable cross-Strait relations. A stronger US alliance system in Asia will 
make it more difficult to unify Taiwan despite its growing military capability. If that is true, 
Taiwan will foresee more aggressive movements from China in the short run. These moves are 
likely to be a coercive foreign policy backed by military threats instead of a military invasion. 
For example, China will urge further economic integration with Taiwan; it will gain more 
influence over the off-shore islands (Quemoy and Matsu). China will attempt to create a 
favorable political climate in Taiwan, so it may make more demands in the future. This includes 
manipulating local political organizations, media, and business who rely heavily on the Chinese 
market. The cross-Strait deterrence will be less stable because China will aim a short-term 
benefit. In the worst-case scenario, if China believes it is capable of resisting the US 
intervention, the deterrence has failed, and China can launch a preventive war to seize Taiwan.  
 

5. The signals of assurance  

China´s concerns cannot be avoided. In fact, it is important to be rather straightforward and 
clarify that the development of alliance relations in East Asia is relevant to the Taiwan´s issue. 
The problem is that this claim is not credible without a costly signal. The US, as well as its 
allies, can take actions to keep China patient on the Taiwan issue. Sending a clear signal of 
assurance can avoid a misperception from China. It stabilizes Taiwan Strait as the US 
strengthens its alliance ties in Asia. Reaffirming the three communiques between the US and 
China is another reassurance. However, such policy primarily indicates the conditions of US’s 
security obligation toward Taiwan but not the role of its Asian allies. The US will need to 
involve its allies in its costly signal. 
 
 In general, the US can clarify the scope and extent of Japan’s overseas operation. It can 
guarantee both that JSDF will not enter the Taiwan Strait for military purposes and that the US 
allies will not become part in the deterrence force during peacetime. To make the signal more 
credible, the US will intervene between Taiwan and Japan, setting limits on the contacts 
between Taiwan’s military force and JSDF. Moreover, the US will need to clarify the 
application of the Guidelines for US-Japan Security Cooperation. The US and Japan revised 
this Guidelines in 2015 and allowed Japan to participate in conflicts affecting Japan’s security 
interests. Both the US and Japan consistently claim that Taiwan is not covered by the US-Japan 
alliance treaty. They should reaffirm this position with China and clearly separate the East China 
Sea dispute from the Taiwan issue. The signal will be more effective if made in public. The US 
should take the responsibility of monitoring security cooperation between Taiwan and its allies 
and, in the meantime, it should avoid joint-military operations and arms transfers between them. 
 
 The signal will be more credible if both the US and its allies make the same reassurance 
to China. The US allies can also clarify their positions in the issue of Taiwan. Since Taiwan and 
Japan renamed their representative offices in 2017, some analysts anticipated that Japan will 
increase the military cooperation with Taiwan. 50  To avoid China´s concern, the Japanese 

                                                           
50 For example, Japan may provide technological assistance to Taiwan to build submarines. Analysts are 
generally optimistic about closer Japan-Taiwan ties since the DPP government traditionally had better relations 
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government needs to clarify its role in Taiwan’s defense. It should also clarify that the JMSDF 
overseas missions will not involve the Taiwan Strait. In practice, Japan should avoid naval 
cooperation with Taiwan or keep it at the minimum. The JMSDF vessels should avoid getting 
close to Taiwan as they perform overseas operations. Japan can again declare in public that the 
new Guidelines with the US does not apply to Taiwan Strait and refute other interpretations. 
Such declaration is not a cheap talk. Due to the fact that Taiwan always alludes to the Japan’s 
lack of clarity on the application of the Guidelines, making such announcement is costly from 
the perspective of Taiwan. It will also weaken Taiwan’s confidence on relying on Japan. 
Therefore, such announcement is a costly signal in favor of China. 
 
 Taiwan, on the other hand, is not an insignificant player in cross-Strait relations. In a 
conventional deterrence model, the target can have an irrelevant role in deterrence. But 
Taiwan’s moves could produce an unilateral change in this deterrence scenario. If Taiwan’s 
current pro-independence parties maneuver toward de facto independence, China will launch 
an attack and the US then has to decide whether it wants to intervene. The past experience 
shows that the US is unwilling to be entrapped by Taiwan. The US will give a warning to Taiwan 
and signal the lack of resolve to defend Taiwan if Taiwan is moving toward independence. The 
US will have to reign in Taiwan by withholding its security assistance.  
 
 The US may have to restrain its Asian allies and Taiwan, but it does not mean that the 
US will weaken its position on Taiwan. On the contrary, as China becomes more impatient and 
its capabilities more intimidating, the US will need to show greater and clearer deterrent by 
punishment or by denial to discourage a Chinese invasion. To achieve this goal, the US should 
strengthen the existing bilateral security cooperation with Taiwan. Obama signed a military 
exchange bill before the end of his term.51  This bill allows senior military officers to visit 
Taiwan. It is not clear if Trump wants to satisfy the calls for an exchange program. Sending 
senior officers to Taiwan will be a strong signal of the US’s interest. The US Senate recently 
backed a proposal to allow US vessels to call at ports in Taiwan.52 If this bill passes and the 
administration is willing to carry out these requirement, it will be a strong signal of US support 
to Taiwan. Meanwhile, the US arms sales to Taiwan should continue. For instance, the US can 
help Taiwan acquire the necessary technology to build diesel submarines. 
 
 

                                                           
with Japan. For commentaries and analysis, see Fang, bofeng (方柏丰) & Cheng Yanhao(程彥豪): “tairi youhao 
kanhao Taiwan qianjian shangji rifang niti ‘jishu lingjian hezuo’” (Taiwan-Japan friendship! Japan aims at the 
commercial interests of Taiwan’s submarines. Japan may propose cooperation on technology and parts 台日友
好！看好台灣潛艦商機日方擬提「技術、零件合作」), SetN, 7 August 2017, at 
http://www.setn.com/News.aspx?NewsID=170997 ; Chang, Chih-Cheng and Chen, Chih-Chin: “Taiwan's 
Puzzling New Approach to Japan”, The Diplomat, 16 September 2016, at 
http://thediplomat.com/2016/09/taiwans-puzzling-new-approach-to-japan/ ; Romaniuk, Scott N. & Burgers, 
Tobias: “Time to Reset Japan-Taiwan Security and Defense Relations”, geopoliticalmonitor.com, 26 October 
2016, at https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/time-to-reset-japan-taiwan-security-and-defense-relations/ ; 
Dickey, Lauren: “Taiwan’s Search for Security Partners: Looking Beyond Washington”, TheNewsLens, 5 April 
2017, at https://international.thenewslens.com/article/65191 ; Gomez, Eric: “A Costly Commitment: Options for 
the Future of the U.S.-Taiwan Defense Relationship”, Cato Institute, 28 September 2017, at 
https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/costly-commitment-options-future-us-taiwan-defense-
relationship  
51 For the content of the bill, see National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2017, at  
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/4909/all-info  
52 See Stokols, Eli: “Senate Panel Votes to Allow Navy to Call at Taiwanese Ports”, The Wall Street Journal, 29 
June 2017, at https://www.wsj.com/articles/senate-panel-votes-to-allow-navy-to-call-at-taiwanese-ports-
1498698547.  



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

42 
 

6. Conclusion  

This article argues that the US alliance policy in Asia has gradually shifted since the Obama 
administration. The US still maintains the traditional hub and spoke alliance system, but it 
begins to encourage its allies, particularly Japan, to take more responsibilities in regional 
security affairs. This is evident in the growth of Japanese military and the Japanese involvement 
in US military operations in Asia.  
 
 The growing role of US’s allies will have an impact on cross-Strait relations. As Taiwan 
becomes more confident on holding off China’s military attacks, it is more capable of resisting 
coercive threats from China. It will be increasingly harder for China to achieve its favorite 
outcome. The concern of the indirect intervention of the US’s ally will make China impatient 
about maintaining the status quo in the Taiwan Strait. Under this incentive, China is more likely 
to use force or issue coercive threats to Taiwan.  
 
 However, cross-Strait relations do not inevitably lead to a militarized tension. The US 
is the key to stabilize the Taiwan Strait if it makes a credible signal about its intention and 
resolve. The US shall clarify the degree in which a US ally can be involved in a cross-Strait 
conflict, and it will show its resolve in assisting Taiwan in an unprovoked conflict. At the same 
time, the US has to clarify to the Taiwanese authorities that its assistance is not a blank check, 
avoiding a provocation to China, demonstrating its ability to control Taiwan’s internal affairs. 
The US’s allies, particularly Japan, shall provide similar guarantees. They can avoid a direct 
military cooperation with Taiwan and reaffirm their position on the issue of Taiwan in terms of 
their alliance obligations with the US.  
 
 The transformation of the US alliance system in Asia is an ongoing process. Although 
the allies are unlikely to form a security community such as the one existing in Europe, a closer 
partnership is expected. As far as we can observe, President Trump has not abandoned the 
redesigned cooperation in Asia started under the Obama administration. It is expected that the 
Trump administration will continue to build ties with its Asian allies. If such ties continue to 
grow, we can anticipate more discussions between the US and China over the role of the US 
allies in Asian security affairs, including their role in the Taiwan Strait. As China becomes more 
concerned about the role of Japan, Philippines, or Australia, the US will need to reassure China 
concerning its allies’ intent and actions in Taiwan Strait.  
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                                                                Abstract: 
This article begins with a historical review of the rationale of Taiwan’s attempts to engage Southeast 
Asia since the 1990s. The rapid economic growth of South and/or Southeast Asia, Taiwan’s desire for 
greater regional participation, and Taiwan’s relations with mainland China are the three most important 
factors leading to such attempts. Then, based largely on official documents, this article introduces the 
objectives and framework of the New Southbound Policy (NSP) of May 2016 whose ultimate goal is to 
build up a sense of community between Taiwan and South and Southeast Asia in particular. Recognizing 
the necessity of the NSP, if implemented under a bigger context of Taiwan’s strategic development, this 
article holds a pessimistic view about this policy because of the funding issue, the lack of strong inter-
agency coordination, and the recent waning cross-Taiwan Strait ties that have triggered mainland 
China’s preventive counter-measures and greater concern of the parties targeted by the NSP.  
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                                                                 Resumen: 
Este artículo comienza con una revisión histórica del fundamento de los intentos de Taiwán de 
implicarse en el sudeste asiático desde la década de 1990. El rápido crecimiento económico del sur y/o 
el sudeste asiático, el deseo de Taiwán de una mayor participación regional y las relaciones de Taiwán 
con la China continental son los tres factores más importantes que conducen a esos intentos. A 
continuación, basándose en gran medida en documentos oficiales, este artículo introduce los objetivos 
y el marco de la nueva política hacia el sur (NSP) de mayo de 2016 cuyo objetivo final es construir un 
sentido de comunidad entre Taiwán y el sur y el sudeste asiático en particular. Reconociendo la 
necesidad del NSP, si se aplica en el contexto más amplio del desarrollo estratégico de Taiwán, este 
artículo tiene una visión pesimista sobre esta política debido a la cuestión de la financiación, la falta 
de una fuerte coordinación entre agencias y la reciente disminución de lazos en el Estrecho de Taiwán 
que han desencadenado contra medidas preventivas de China continental y una mayor preocupación 
en las partes afectadas por el NSP. 
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1. Introducción. 
More well know than other external policy programs, the New Southbound Policy (NSP, Xin 
Nanxiang Zhengce) has become the flagship program of the Tsai Ing-wen administration of the 
Republic of China (hereafter, ROC or Taiwan) that vows to better position Taiwan in South and 
Southeast Asia since May 2016. Given the fact that the Tsai administration has shown little 
interest in engaging the People’s Republic of China (hereafter, PRC or mainland China) on the 
past political basis for dialogue commonly created and tacitly understood by its predecessor – 
the Kuomintang (KMT) government – and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) government, 
the NSP having a very limited emphasis on the role of cross-Taiwan Strait cooperation in the 
NSP-target regions has been viewed as an indispensable way to help the Tsai administration 
and the current ruling party of Taiwan, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP, a pro-Taiwan 
independence party embracing the “Taiwan Independence Clause” of 1991, “Resolution on 
Taiwan’s Future” of 1999, and “’Normal State’ Resolution” of 2007), keep Taiwan’s economic 
robustness and divert attention away from the cross-Strait relations going in a more rigid 
direction. More specifically, while Taiwan’s economic development has relied on mainland 
China to a relatively large extent in recent years, the Tsai administration has claimed many 
times that there is no hidden agenda and has been promoting the NSP proactively as an unusual 
cure hoped to maintain the momentum of Taiwan’s economic growth and bring about some 
substantive progress in external ties that can offset the negative impact resulting from sour 
cross-Strait relations. 
 
 This article will delve into the NSP program by presenting a background introduction 
to it, delineating its general framework, and offering a preliminary analysis as to its 
opportunities and challenges. A key conclusion is that the NSP itself is a reasonable external 
policy for Taiwan, but given the historical and ethnic root, geographic proximity and the very 
huge economic and trade opportunities presented by mainland China, Taiwan should work on 
the NSP and its relations with mainland China at the same time in order to form a non-mutually 
exclusive area where Taiwan, the NSP-target countries, and mainland China can reach a win-
win-win situation. 
 
2. Background 

The NSP is based on the past experience earned in the previous administrations. Generally 
speaking, it always has to deal with the following three dimensions: the rapid economic growth 
of South and/or Southeast Asia, Taiwan’s desire for greater and diversified regional 
participation, as well as Taiwan-mainland China relations.  
 
 Every leader of Taiwan since the 1990s have either called for a southbound policy or 
included South and/or Southeast Asia in their economic strategic map, particularly when the 
economic performance of these region(s) was or has been impressive. The first call for going 
southward (mainly Southeast Asia) was made in 1993, when Lee Teng-hui of the KMT was the 
ROC president and when the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) member states2 
after the 1992 Singapore Summit launched a series of economic and trade liberalization 
measures. The second call (also aimed at Southeast Asia) began in 2002 when Chen Shiu-bian 
of the DPP was sworn in as the ROC president. That was the period of the post-financial crisis 
and the affected ASEAN member states had gradually recovered from the economic downturn.  

                                                           
2 ASEAN member states in 1992 included Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand, 
among which Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand were sometimes called “Four Little Tigers” of 
East Asia. Between 1995 and 1999, ASEAN added 4 more-member states, that is, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and 
Vietnam, making it “ASEAN-10.” 
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Lee’s “Go South Policy” (sometimes called “Southward Policy”) lasted for a few years and 
then waned gradually as the financial crisis hit Southeast Asia in 1997 and as mainland China’s 
economy and domestic market expanded rapidly. Despite the ups and downs in cross-Strait 
relations, Taiwan at that time had a stronger economic momentum and a more solid economic 
performance than mainland China. Chen’s “Second Go South Policy” was an obvious failure 
and only few concrete measures were undertaken and implemented because Taiwan’s investors 
looked more at the greater attraction of mainland China’s economy and market and less at 
Southeast Asia. The gap between Taiwan’s and mainland China’s economies shrank rapidly 
during Chen’s presidency. In most of his 8-year term, cross-Strait relations were in a very bad 
shape, with sporadic official engagements. It is evident that both Lee and Chen would like to 
apply such a policy to divert Taiwan’s investment from mainland China.3 
 
 The third call was actually a more ambitious plan initiated by Ma Ying-jeou of the KMT 
in his first term as the ROC president in mid-2008. Instead of focusing solely on Southeast Asia, 
his administration presented a “10 plus 3 plus 1” framework proposal that sought to bring 
Taiwan to the “ASEAN plus 3” regime.4 Knowing that the isolation imposed on Taiwan resulted 
from mainland China’s opposition and pressure, Ma hoped to take advantage of the positive 
consequences of cross-Strait ties to facilitate Taiwan’s participation in regional economic 
cooperation in the Asia Pacific. In 2013, Ma’s second term, Taiwan for the very first time struck 
two economic cooperation pacts with the western Pacific countries, New Zealand and 
Singapore respectively. With no specific external policy program aimed at South or Southeast, 
in fact the Ma administration also focused on those regions to diversify economic and trade 
risks. It encountered relatively fewer obstructions made by mainland China mainly because of 
better cross-Strait relations, but there was a “glass ceiling” created by the CPC government that 
prevented Taiwan from participating in official mechanisms in the region of the Asia Pacific. 
 
 As noted earlier, their policies toward Southeast Asia were based partially on the rapid 
growth of regional economy. That served as a justified reason for their administrations to put 
forward their “Go South” policies or the “10+3+1” appeal. When Tsai took office in mid-2016, 
emerging markets in South and Southeast Asia enjoyed a higher GDP growth, in particular India 
(7.1% in 2016), Indonesia (5% in 2016), Myanmar (6.5% in 2016), and Vietnam (6.2% in 2016). 
Developed countries have been interested in these emerging markets with abundant national 
resources. Meanwhile, the economic growth of mainland China appears to slow down a bit, and 
its investment environment is not as friendly as it was before. It goes without saying that Taiwan 
should work on South and Southeast Asia, as well as resource-rich Australia, to pursue another 
economic boost. 
 
 Taiwan’s desire for greater participation in regional economic cooperation has been 
manifested at least since Lee’s presidency, mainly in the 1990s. With a relatively strong 
economic power and a better international image in the post-Tienanmen Square Incident, and 

                                                           
3 Lee’s and Chen’s strategic thinking, however, has been reviewed in two different ways. Some argue that they 
have slowed down the “economic unification” process pushed by mainland China. Others hold that Taiwan has 
lost its golden opportunities of entering mainland China’s market and capitalizing the potential economic 
cooperation with and cultural similarity with mainland China.  
4 The “ASEAN+3” regime includes the ten ASEAN member states and mainland China, Japan, and South Korea. 
During Ma’s presidency, ASEAN as a whole had developed to be a major trade partner of those parties. The “1” 
in the so-called “10+3+1” refers to Taiwan. In fact, Ma had proposed a “10+4” (ASEAN plus mainland China, 
Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea) framework in his speech at the World Economic Forum held in 2003 in 
Singapore. See: The Governmental Information Office, the ROC Executive Yuan: President Ma Ying-jeou’s 
Selected Addresses and Messages, 2008 (Ma Ying-jeou Zongtong Jioushiqi Nian Yenlun Xuanji), Taipei: The 
Governmental Information Office, 2009, p. 196. 
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with the political support of the United States (US), Taiwan under the title of “Chinese Taipei” 
was able to resist the pressure from the CPC government and join the Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) as one of the member economies. In the same year, mainland China’s 
application for APEC membership was accepted as well. Taiwan has had limited presence due 
to the memorandum of understanding between mainland China and APEC Secretariat in 1991 
– for instance, the leader of “Chinese Taipei” (the ROC’s official title at APEC) cannot 
participate in the leaders’ summit, and “Chinese Taipei” cannot hold ministerial meetings. 
 
 The same unfair treatment can be found in the case of the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB), where the ROC was a founding member but was forced to change its official title to 
“Taipei,China” in 1987. Thus, Taiwan has opted to participate in the ADB in a very restrained 
way.  
 
 When Taiwan’s economic power increased, and democratization was underway, the 
people of Taiwan wanted their government to participate more in international affairs. After 
rounds of lengthy negotiations, both Taiwan and mainland China were admitted into the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) in 2002, when Chen was the ROC president. Yet, Taiwan’s 
membership is under the title “Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and 
Matzu” (TPKM), and no meaningful free trade agreements were signed between Taiwan and 
any WTO members or Taiwan’s diplomatic allies. Between August 2003 and May 2007, Taiwan 
under the leadership of Chen reached a few free trade pacts with its diplomatic allies in Central 
America, which only accounted for about 0.13% of Taiwan’s total trade volume in those years.5 
 
 In 2010, Ma’s first term, Taiwan signed an Economic Cooperation Framework 
Agreement (ECFA) with mainland China. The fact that roughly 26% of Taiwan’s export has 
gone to mainland China, and roughly 14% to Hong Kong, makes mainland China the largest 
trade partner of Taiwan.6 Under the ECFA, the investment protection agreement was signed, 
and an amicable atmosphere in the Taiwan Strait might contribute to the signing of the two 
economic cooperation agreements with New Zealand and Singapore, respectively, in 2013. 
Nonetheless, the cross-Strait trade-in-service agreement, as well as the ensuing trade-in-goods 
agreement and the dispute settlement agreement, did not make it because of the large-scale 
protests and law-breaking actions in spring 2014 in Taiwan that opposed further economic 
cooperation with mainland China. 
 
 Even beign a major economic power in the Asia Pacific and an important trade partner 
in the world, Taiwan has been restricted by political reasons to be present in and make 
contribution to bilateral or multilateral economic cooperation, including the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) consisting of 10 ASEAN member countries and 
mainland China, Japan, South Korea, India, Australia, and New Zealand, as well as the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP) that comprises Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, 
Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, and Vietnam. Since Ma’s presidency, according to 
Kavi Chongkittavorn, “Taiwan has been seeking support from the group for its ambitious plan 
to join the Trans-Pacific Partnership and other economic groups, and this entails some 
collaboration on the humanitarian front… under the rubric of the one-China policy.”7 Officials 

                                                           
5 The International Trade Bureau, the ROC Ministry of Economic Affairs: “Trade Relations between Taiwan and 
Latin American Countries,” Fastener World, nº 141 (July/August 2012), p. 238, at http://www.fastener-
world.com.tw/0_magazine/ebook/pdf_download/FW_141_E_238.pdf.  
6 This high trade dependence of Taiwan on mainland China emerged during Chen’s presidency. 
7 Chongkittavorn, Kavi: “ASEAN Ponders China-Taiwan Relations,” Nikkei Asian Review, 22 November 2015, at 
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics-Economy/International-Relations/ASEAN-ponders-China-Taiwan-relations. 
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carrying out the NSP claim that this policy helps Taiwan engage the target regions via various 
channels, such as tens of thousands of “new residents” whose families have roots in there, and 
the business networks already established throughout those years. In other words, the NSP may 
not be able to create a formal participation of Taiwan in these regions’ official economic 
arrangements, but in a broader sense, it can facilitate Taiwan’s presence in and link to these 
regions and re-position Taiwan in a more strategic place with fewer political barriers. Quite 
often the Tsai administration uses these explanations for policy justification and motivates 
people to support the NSP. 
 
 Relations across the Taiwan Strait are also a key factor in explaining the birth of the 
NSP or similar programs specifically aimed at South and/or Southeast Asia. To deal with 
uncertainty in evolving cross-Strait relations that just started, Lee’s “Go South Policy” was put 
forward to redirect Taiwan’s capital from mainland China to Southeast Asia. As hinted before, 
Lee’s policy program with a purposeful nature had the best opportunity to be successful because 
Taiwan was economically stronger than mainland China and because mainland China was 
unable to preclude Taiwan from economic interactions with most of the old ASEAN member 
states. Yet, such an opportunity had gone as the financial crisis in Southeast Asia in 1997 and 
the increasingly rapid economic growth in mainland China. 
 
 It may be a purposeful decision, too, that the calls for going south during the DPP eras 
emerged with the downturn of cross-Strait relations. The Chen administration had few healthy 
ties with the Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao administrations when mainland China’s economy was 
booming. The Tsai administration launched the NSP, both when cross-Strait relations has a 
mediocre outlook and when mainland China’s political and economic influence on Taiwan has 
possibly increased. Before her inauguration in May 2016, Tsai and the DPP insisted on the idea 
of “Taiwan independence” that either tries to establish a new country or saw Taiwan as an 
already independent country whose title is the ROC. They called the “1992 consensus”8 – the 
political understanding for realization of cross-Strait exchange in Lee’s and Ma’s eras – as a 
forged political scam by the KMT and the CPC and as a hindrance to ultimate “Taiwan 
independence.” As a result, it is least likely for Tsai to accept the “1992 consensus” for further 
engagement with mainland China. The lack of such tacit understanding – we agree to disagree 
(on each other’s claim and status) – has led to an ongoing political stalemate between the DPP 
government and the CPC government. Although about 60% surveyed in the second half of 2017 
panned Tsai’s handling of cross-Strait issues, 9  Tsai’s resolve in managing relations with 
mainland China in a less active and accommodating way while employing the NSP as a means 

                                                           
8 The term “1992 consensus” was created by the minister of the Mainland Affairs Council, the ROC Executive 
Yuan in early 2000 (when Lee was the president) to describe and encompass the political engagement between the 
two sides of the Taiwan Strait in 1992, when their authorized agencies met in Hong Kong, a UK territory that time, 
to discuss functional issues. In 1992, each side insisted that, based on its own Constitution, there was only one 
China, and it represented “China.” In the end, each side did not express opposition against the other side’s argument 
in order to facilitate the functional cooperation needed for people of Taiwan and mainland China. By the Lee 
administration’s understanding, it stood for “one China, respective interpretations,” while the Chinese communist 
leaders have simply emphasized the “one China” part and played down the de jure and de facto difference in 
Taiwan’s argument. Nonetheless, the 18th and 19th Party Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in 2012 and 
2017, respectively, the “1992 consensus” has been included in the political reports as a key to peaceful and 
prosperous cross-Strait relations.  
9 Generally speaking, the disapproval of Tsai’s performance in cross-Strait relations could reach almost 60% in a 
couple of polls conducted by pro-DPP organizations. See Chen, Wen-han: “Cross-Strait Ties Hurts Tsai in Poll,” 
Taipei Times, October 24, 2017, p. 1, at 
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2017/10/24/2003680929; and “Formosa E-paper Poll: National 
Politics Poll in October (Meilidao Dianzibao Mindiao: Shiyue Guozheng Mindiao),” Formosa E-paper, 30 
October 2017, at http://www.my-formosa.com/DOC_124644.htm.  
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of showing the promising future of international engagement remains. To deal with current 
cross-Strait relations that has generally ceased the high-level official communication and 
witnessed a growing trend of political and military tensions out of unilateral actions of the CPC 
government, it is understandable that the DPP government has pushed the NSP considerably in 
order to make up the potential loss associated with waning the cross-Strait relations.   
 
 Because of the three above-mentioned dimensions: the rapid economic growth of South 
and/or Southeast Asia, the desire of Taiwan for greater and diversified regional participation, as 
well as Taiwan’s relations with mainland China, the idea of promoting another wave of the 
southward policy has been probably included in Tsai’s campaign platform. Without explaining 
in a clear and persuasive way how the DPP could lead Taiwan to an advancement in economic 
development if cross-Strait relations were to turn sour, Tsai, as the DPP chairwoman and leading 
presidential candidate, was selling her southward policy by contending at the DPP’s 29th 
anniversary diplomatic reception in September 2015 that Taiwan’s southward policy “was 
based on directing Taiwanese investment into Southeast Asian countries. Looking forward, 
trade and investment will form just one component of a diverse and multifaceted partnership, 
based on the strong people-to-people, cultural, educational and research linkages we have. 
ASEAN and India are poised to become two of the world's largest economic bodies. 
Strengthening our overall relations is a natural choice for Taiwan as we diversify our economic 
and trade ties. In the future, we will form a new task force to actively pursue this 
policy objective.”10 
 
 To sum up, since Lee’s “Go South Policy” was launched in the early 1990s, each 
Taiwanese leader has more or less stressed the importance of South and/Southeast Asia 
countries, mostly the latter. These leaders have recognized and underlined the economic 
opportunities in different waves of development in these regions and sought the possibilities to 
achieve a more salient economic presence in these regions. A sharp difference among them lies 
in the fact that the higher the tension in cross-Strait relations, the more likely the political party 
running the government has called for greater attention to specific regions in the hope that they 
could counterweigh the challenges coming from unstable cross-Strait relations. 
 
3. Objectives and Framework 

When the DPP was still in opposition, the NSP was described during the presidential campaign 
in late 2015 as a signature policy that would go beyond an economically oriented policy and 
bring Taiwan a favorable future. Once the DPP has become the ruling party again in May 2016, 
Tsai’s campaign platform regarding the rhetoric “going south again” has been gradually turned 
into a real, somewhat workable policy. It is reasonable to see such an idea of “going south again” 
develop this way because the policy planning and discussion received little assistance from the 
bureaucracy, particularly the central government at the beginning. 
 
 In early June, 2016, former Premier Lin Chuan made an oral policy report to the first 
session of the 9th Legislature just about two weeks after the DPP has regained power, and 
maintained that as ASEAN and India “are now becoming major global economic entities, the 
Executive Yuan will establish a task force to promote the New Southbound Policy and cultivate 
stronger relations with South Asian countries and India,” and set up “diverse and bilateral links 
                                                           
10  Tsai, Ing-wen: “Fostering Peace through Global Contribution: A Pragmatic and Sustainable Approach to 
Taiwan's Foreign Policy,” speech at the DPP 29th anniversary diplomatic reception, 22 September 2015, at 
http://iing.tw/en/3. A good review is written by Jin, Bo-jiun (2017): “’Go South’ Going South? Assessing Taiwan’s 
‘New Southbound’ Policy and the China Factor in Southeast Asia,” Chinese (Taiwan) Yearbook of International 
Law and Affairs, 34, pp. 180-223.  
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promoting trade and investment, people-to-people communication, as well as cultural, 
education and research interchanges.11 At that time, the NSP simply had a rough idea as to the 
countries it was aimed at and the key aspects to work on. 
 
 In August 2016, the first “International Economic and Trade Strategy Meeting” 
convened by Tsai adopted important guidelines for the NSP. At the same meeting, key goals of 
the NSP were determined; they are divided into “overall and long-term” and “short- to mid-
term” ones. 
 
 The overall and long-term goals of the NSP include: 
1. “Foster links between Taiwan and the nations of ASEAN and South Asia as well as New 
Zealand and Australia in the areas of economic and trade relations, science and technology, and 
culture; share resources, talent, and markets; and create a new cooperation mode that seeks 
mutual benefits and win-win situations” and forges a "sense of economic community;" and 
2. “Establish mechanisms for wide-ranging negotiation and dialogue; form a consensus for 
cooperation with the nations of ASEAN and South Asia as well as New Zealand and Australia; 
effectively resolve related problems and disagreements; and gradually build up mutual trust and 
a sense of community.”12 
 
 The short- to mid-term goals of the NSP comprise the following: 
1. “Use a combination of national will, policy incentives, and business opportunities to spur 
and expand ‘two-way’ exchanges in the areas of economic and trade relations, investment, 
tourism, culture, and talent;” 
2. “In support of a New Model for Economic Development, encourage industry to adopt a New 
Southbound strategy in planning their next moves;” 
3. “Cultivate more people with the skills needed to support the New Southbound Policy, thereby 
resolving a developmental bottleneck;” and 
4. “Expand multilateral and bilateral negotiation and dialogue to enhance economic cooperation 
and resolve disputes and disagreements.”13 
 
On 5 September 2016, the ROC Executive Yuan put forward the Promotion Plan of the NSP 
(see Appendix), focusing on the following four tasks: economic cooperation, personnel 
exchanges, resource sharing and regional links. About a week after the release of the Promotion 
Plan of the NSP, Lin had his oral policy report to the second session of the 9th Legislature and 
held as the NSP Promotion Plan did that the NSP as a long-term, multipronged and mutual 
policy program would “integrate the resources and strengths of central government agencies, 
local governments as well as private companies and organizations” and could “boost ties with 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations members, South Asian countries, New Zealand and 
Australia.” The ultimate goal of the NSP is to “forge a new and mutually beneficial model of 
cooperation and a sense of economic community with those countries” through the promotion 
of economic collaboration, talent exchange, resource-sharing, as well as the building of regional 

                                                           
11 Department of Information Services, the ROC Executive Yuan: “Premier Lin Chuan’s Oral Policy Report to 
1st session of 9th Legislature,” 3 June 2016, at 
https://english.ey.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=6E2983DDAD43236A&sms=F7286BF67FBB9F1F&s=9B766
1BFFB061B47. 
12 The Office of Trade Negotiations, the ROC Executive Yuan: “President Tsai Convenes Meeting on International 
Economic and Trade Strategy, Adopts Guidelines for ‘New Southbound Policy’", 16 August 2016, at 
https://www.moea.gov.tw/MNS/otn_e/content/Content.aspx?menu_id=19289. 
13 Ibid. 
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links.”14  
 
 With numerous government statements on NSP reiterating that there is no hidden agenda, 
John Deng, Minister Without Portfolio and the head of the Office of Trade Negotiations (OTN) 
at the ROC Executive Yuan holds that “ `[t]he goal of the New Southbound Policy is simple 
and clear’. Taiwan intends to engage in a wide range of negotiations and dialogue with 18 
countries: Singapore, Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar, 
Cambodia, and Brunei in Southeast Asia; India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, and 
Bhutan in South Asia; as well as New Zealand and Australia. The partnership is aimed at 
achieving multifaceted cooperation and establishing mutual prosperity…The initiative does not 
seek to advance Taiwan’s geopolitical stature or influence, but intends for Taiwan to play a 
proactive role in the region by expanding and enhancing trade cooperation with neighboring 
countries through resource sharing and people-to-people exchanges.”15 However, a commonly 
speculated goal of the NSP is to further diversify the existing  economic and trade activities 
with mainland China and Hong Kong.16 
 
 Again, specifically for the building of strategic partnerships that will create regional 
prosperity, the NSP Promotion Plan stresses the following four tasks: first, the promotion of 
economic collaboration; second, people-to-people exchange; third, resource sharing; and last, 
the establishment of regional links and connectivity. In a sense, these can be viewed as specific 
objectives of the NSP. Some are relatively easier and short-term achievable, while others are 
more difficult and take years to bear fruits.  
 
 The framework of the NSP is thus built up along the four major objectives and tasks, as 
well as some flagship programs that can be facilitated by Taiwan’s strengths, being coordinated 
by the OTN.  
 
 With regard to economic and trade cooperation, believing in a high degree of 
complementarity between Taiwan and the NS-target countries and working in line with its “5 
plus 2” Major Innovative Industries Plan,17  the Tsai administration attempts to encourage 
electronic and physical distribution channels, new service industries, and infrastructure 
construction services and turnkey projects. It is hoped that all “country desks” in the NSP-target 
countries will be set up to assist overseas Taiwanese firms. A single window in Taiwan has been 
established to enable Taiwanese firms to analyze or invest in foreign markets more efficiently. 
To facilitate the NSP and to ensure the ROC’s diplomatic allies with more concrete actions, 
Tsai in September 2017 pledged a US$3.5 billion initiative aimed at encouraging Taiwanese 
companies to take a part in overseas construction projects in the diplomatic allies and the 18 
countries covered by the NSP. In October 2017, she further explained that such a US3.5 billion 
financing facility would be managed under Taiwan’s Official Development Assistance 

                                                           
14 Department of Information Services, the ROC Executive Yuan: “Premier Lin Chuan’s Oral Policy Report to 
2nd session of 9th Legislature,” 13 September 2016, at 
https://english.ey.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=6E2983DDAD43236A&sms=F7286BF67FBB9F1F&s=402333
AEAD96FAAC. 
15  The Office of Trade Negotiations, the ROC Executive Yuan: “An Introductory Guide to Taiwan’s New 
Southbound Policy,” at https://www.moea.gov.tw/MNS/otn_e/content/Content.aspx?menu_id=25488. 
16 Bland, Ben: “Taiwan Looks South as It Seeks to Reduce Reliance on China,” Financial Times, 5 February 2017, 
at https://www.ft.com/content/3fe468f2-e37d-11e6-8405-9e5580d6e5fb. 
17 It started out as the “5 pillar industries” during Tsai’s presidential campaign – concentrating on the industrial 
sectors of the internet of things (also referred to as “Asia·Silicon Valley”), biomedical, green energy, smart 
machinery, and defense. Then, two more industrial sectors were added in – “new agriculture” and the circular 
economy.  
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program.18  
 
 People-to-people exchange has been another highlighted dimension for the NSP, mainly 
because it is relatively easier with low political sensitivity and because it can be fruitful once 
adequately funded. In other words, for the government agencies, this is the easiest part of the 
NSP in their domains; and for the DPP government itself, this is an area which can impress its 
people most quickly. In addition to the education cooperation – providing higher education 
opportunities to the NSP countries and encouraging students to these countries to study or learn 
languages – and the assistance to the new immigrants for better integration into Taiwan’s society, 
the Tsai administration is endeavoring to facilitate residency extensions for eligible foreign 
professional or technical workers to live in Taiwan, despite a strong opposition from local labor 
unions and labor rights organizations. 
 
 Resource sharing, according to the NSP Promotion Plan, includes efforts to “promote 
bilateral and multilateral cooperation in culture, tourism, medical care, technology, agriculture, 
and small and medium-sized enterprises,” as well as to “[i]mprove quality of life in partner 
countries and expand Taiwan’s economic footprint.” In addition to the vigorous boost in 
Southeast Asian markets for Taiwan’s tourism industries, health care cooperation and training, 
cultural exchanges, technological exchange between science parks, research institutes, and in 
the field of disaster relief, as well as agricultural assistance while increasing Taiwan’s exports 
of agricultural products and materials.  
 
 Regional links and connectivity between Taiwan and the regions and countries included 
in the NSP have to be built through bilateral and multilateral dialogue and negotiations. In 
addition to the pursuit of economic cooperation agreements or respective cooperation 
provisions with major ASEAN trade partners and India, what the Tsai administration has been 
promoting includes multilevel and all-encompassing consultations with the NSP countries, as 
well as the creation of various strategic alliance platforms by existing and future participation 
of Taiwanese firms in the NSP countries’ development projects, the reallocation of Taiwan’s 
foreign aid resources, and overseas Taiwanese networks that connect with overseas ethnic 
Chinese community. 
 
 Lastly, based on the above-mentioned four major tasks and objectives, the NSP presents 
five major flagship programs and three prospective areas in April 2017. The five flagship 
programs are: regional agricultural development, medical and public health cooperation and the 
development of industrial chains, industrial talent development, industrial innovation and 
cooperation, as well as the New Southbound Policy Forum and youth exchange platform. The 
three prospective areas include cross-border e-commerce, tourism through inter-governmental 
dialogue, and infrastructure construction cooperation and system integration services. 
 
 

                                                           
18 However, the Tsai administration fails to clarify which government agency – probably either the OTN or the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs – is going to manage this huge financing facility. Neither does it spell out the 
procedures as to how the preferential loans of Taiwanese commercial banks to foreign governments or firms will 
be guaranteed by the foreign governments and paid to Taiwanese contractors in overseas projects. For details, see 
“Legislator Kao-Chin, Su Mei Addressing Inquiries in the Legislature’s Committee of Foreign Affairs and 
National Defense” (title created by the author), 13 October 2017, at 
http://imvod.ly.gov.tw/Demand/Speech/101162. 
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4. Preliminary Analyses: More Limits in the Foreseeable Future19 

With its specifically prioritized countries – India, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand 
and Vietnam, 20  the DPP government hopes to take advantage of these countries' higher 
economic growth rates, larger market sizes, and stronger connectivity with Taiwan's industries. 
Knowing obvious political barriers resulting from restrained ties with these countries and 
declining cross-Strait relations which would make the CPC government exercise greater 
pressure to prevent Taiwan from international participation, the DPP government has been 
ready to give up the leading position in certain areas and willing to foster industrial exchange 
and cooperation led by Taiwan’s business/industrial associations or coalitions.21 
 
 Vowing to promote economic cooperation, conduct talent exchange, share resources, 
and forge regional links, the DPP government has dictated that the OTN, a cabinet-level agency 
in charge of Taiwan’s external trade negotiations, coordinates, integrates, and formulates 
various work plans for individual NSP-target countries and that the National Development 
Council handles quarterly oversight and evaluation tasks. To manage such a wide range of tasks, 
it is expected that in the 2018 fiscal year the total budget for the NSP will reach a historical 
height at NT$7.26 billion (roughly equal to US$240 million in late September 2017).22 
  
 In general, people in Taiwan have had a greater awareness of certain Southeast Asian 
countries, seeking more business opportunities in or understanding of those countries. Various 
government agencies of Taiwan have attempted to divert more resources to the regions specified 
in the NSP plans, too. A number of talks, seminars, reports, research projects, on-site surveys 
and two-way exchange activities have been aimed at helping related communities in Taiwan to 
know more about the NSP-target countries. Meanwhile, both due to the need of Taiwan’s travel 
industry to make up the loss from the declining number of mainland Chinese tourists to Taiwan 
since the second half of 2016 and due to Taiwan government’s subsidy to the travel sector and 
“visa facilitation” or “visa waiver” policy for Southeast and South Asian countries, the number 
of Southeast Asian tourists to Taiwan has continued to increase.23 In 2016, for example, the 
number of Southeast Asian tourist to Taiwan reached 1.65 million (the total number of tourists 
in 2016 is 7.56 million, 46% from mainland China, excluding Hong Kong and Macau). 
According to an official media of Taiwan, the NSP can be seen as Tsai’s soft power alternative. 
 
 As Lin argued in his oral policy report to the third session of the 9th Legislature in early 

                                                           
19 Part of this analysis is derived from Huang, Kwei-Bo: “Taiwan’s Southward Integration Faces a Long Uphill 
Battle,” East Asia Forum, 17 October 2017, at http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2017/10/17/taiwans-southward-
integration-faces-a-long-uphill-battle/. 
20 “New Southbound Policy: David T.W. Lee Listed Six Prioritized Countries (Xin Nanxiang Zhengce: Lee Ta-
wei Lie Liou Da Zhongdian Guojia)”. Liberty Times, 19 September 2016, at 
http://news.ltn.com.tw/news/politics/breakingnews/1830719; and Kao, Shi-chin: “New Southbound Policy 
Action Year Targets Six Countries in First Wave (Xin Nanxiang Xingdong Nian Shou Bo Souding Liouge 
Guojia),” United Daily, 19 January 2017, at https://udn.com/news/story/7238/2238737. 
21 Kao, op. cit. 
22 Liao, Yu-yang and Liu, Kuan-lin: “MOEA Touts Increase in New Southbound Policy Related Investment,” 
The Central News Agency, 20 November 2017, at http://focustaiwan.tw/news/AECO/201711200016.aspx. 
23 Actually, the trend of increased Southeast Asian tourists to Taiwan began since 2010 or so. Yet, under the 
guidance of the NSP, the ROC Ministry of Foreign Affairs has allowed Thai and Bruneian passport holders for 
stays of up to 30 days with no visa, and granted conditional visa-waiver programs to Indonesian, Filipino, and 
Vietnamese visitors in less than four months of Tsai’s inauguration. See Department of Information Services, the 
ROC Executive Yuan: “Premier Lin Chuan’s Oral Policy Report to 2nd session of 9th Legislature,” 13 September 
2016, at 
https://english.ey.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=6E2983DDAD43236A&sms=F7286BF67FBB9F1F&s=402333
AEAD96FAAC.  
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2017, the number of visitors to Taiwan from the 18 countries targeted by the NSP during all of 
2016 rose 15.3 percent over the previous year after Taiwan offered simplified visa procedures 
to or adopted visa-free measures for some of these countries in August 2016. He also pointed 
out that, in December 2016, Taiwan’s annual exports to the countries targeted by the NSP 
reached US$5.37 billion, and the number of undergraduate and graduate students from the NSP 
countries grew by 2.1 percent to 29,145, with an obvious rise in the number of students from 
South Asia by 12.4 percent.24 The statistics show that, after the first year, trade between Taiwan 
and the NSP-target countries rose 11.4% to US$112.8 billion; Taiwan’s investment to these 
countries increased – mostly in Southeast Asia; the number of tourists from the NSP countries 
jumped 27.3%; and the number of foreign students reached 31,500,  9.7% up.25 
 
 The NSP will be a good and helpful policy if it can receive a sufficient budget, if it can 
function in a coordinated and realistic way, and if it can work under a favorable condition in 
which Taiwan and mainland China can get along and cooperate with fewer intensifying political 
contentions. That is, the NSP cannot be treated independently. It must be planned and 
implemented under a huge economic strategic framework that at least takes into consideration 
mainland China, the US, and Japan. Moreover, increased figures in bilateral trade, investment, 
and people-to-people exchange only represent one of the many dimensions of the NSP. If 
implemented effectively, the NSP still takes years to be really productive. Based on these 
suppositions, the following paragraphs attempt to diagnose the NSP from a variety of angles 
and generate some observations on the policy.  
 
 Generally speaking, this article holds a relatively pessimistic view about the upcoming 
performance of the NSP, a vital external program perhaps too comprehensive and complex to 
manage. For space reasons, the budget issue, the inter-agency coordination issue, and the 
“China” factor are to be discussed. 
 
 First, the budget assigned to the NSP does not reflect a favorable future. In terms of the 
budget that has been used or to be used for the NSP, it comes generally from the budgets that 
either are for the NSP countries in annual plans or are supposed to have applied to the other 
countries or regions. The budget being used to work on the NSP with an array of policies and 
issues has pointed to the restrained perimeter of the NSP in the following years. With 18 
countries on its radar screen, and with about half of them as the NSP’s first or second priorities, 
the NSP in pursuit of comprehensive engagements and the upgrade of bilateral and multilateral 
relationships, not to mention the forging of a “community” between Taiwan and NSP-target 
regions, appears too broad and ambitious to be successful.  As a results, the NSP is probably 
unrealistic, given so many significant and difficult tasks and so little money.  
 
 The NSP has witnessed an increase in its budget from NT$4.45 billion in 2017 to 
NT$7.26 billion (roughly equal to US$240 million in late September 2017) in 2018, with a 
growth rate of 63%. Such a growth rate is mainly due to the fact that the Tsai administration is 
facing a national legislative body where DPP occupies more than two-thirds of the seats. Even 
so, it is likely that the funding cannot cover many major tasks, flagship programs, and 
prospective areas as indicated in the statements of the DPP government. When meeting with 

                                                           
24 Department of Information Services, the ROC Executive Yuan: “Premier Lin Chuan’s Oral Policy Report to 
3rd session of 9th Legislature,” 17 February 2017, at 
https://english.ey.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=6E2983DDAD43236A&sms=F7286BF67FBB9F1F&s=F3EBF
89CD4C042A3. 
25 Boyd, Alan: “New Southbound Policy Has Been a Success, Taiwan Says,” Asia Times, 23 August 2017, at 
http://www.atimes.com/article/new-southbound-policy-success-taiwan-says/. 
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journalists from ASEAN and India in May 2017, Tsai maintained with confidence that the NSP, 
taking into account Taiwan’s soft power, particularly in healthcare, education, human resource 
development, technological innovation, agriculture, and disaster preparedness, sought “to share 
Taiwan’s experience in areas that fulfill the needs of New Southbound countries. This will 
contribute to both the development and wellbeing of people across the region, as well as further 
our sense of community,” and that such immense soft power could not be substituted or 
hindered by either money or politics.26 Claiming that the NSP carries neither hidden agenda nor 
geopolitical connotations, the Tsai administration sees it as an extremely significant program 
that can “diversify its flagging economy and wean itself off [mainland] China.”27 Yet, nowadays 
such a hope or strategic thinking that the apparently limited financial resources and Taiwan’s 
soft power will keep the NSP away from the impact of Realpolitik has been out of the question. 
Partly due to the difficulties resulting from policy implementation and partly due to the 
inadequately funded policy program, it seems that the achievements of the NSP have so far 
concentrated mostly on the number of foreign tourists and students, and sometimes on the 
exports of Taiwan toward India and Southeast Asia. This will be discussed later. 
 
 Resource misallocation is another commonly heard concern regarding the promotion of 
the NSP. Having elevated the NSP to the highest priority, or one of the highest, the Tsai 
administration “misleads entrepreneurs and risks a harmful misallocation of resources and 
talent. Companies should never focus on markets in a specific geographic region, but on 
markets with the greatest potential.”28 In addition, a reliable source indicates that the budget 
that is supposed to have been for activities related to mainland China or for exchange and 
cooperation between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait has been negatively affected. Therefore, 
Taiwan could make limited progress in its understanding of and relations with mainland China, 
which obviously is not in favor of Taiwan’s competitiveness and future. If that source is correct, 
it is then clear that the DPP should endeavor to find a realistic way and strike a balance between 
the NSP and Taiwan’s critical ties with mainland China, a crucial major power that has 
influenced the future of Taiwan to a great extent. Taiwan is close to mainland China, but in fact 
most people in Taiwan do not possess enough knowledge of the communist China as they 
should have. Neglecting the significance of mainland China while pivoting to South and 
Southeast Asia will be very dangerous. They should be equipped first with the advantage of a 
deeper understanding of “China” in order to compete with its economic rivals in the region. 
 
 Second, the DPP government’s decision-making chain and strong inter-agency 
coordination fail to provide the momentum necessary for a successful NSP. Originally led by 
Tsai and her Presidential Office, the NSP relied largely on the ONSP to move the bureaucracy 
around. Neither the National Security Council nor the Executive Yuan took the lead. Without a 
rightly legalized status, nevertheless, the ONSP ‘s role and mission have often been 
questioned.29  
 
 For example, at the onset of the NSP, the key official in charge was James Huang, a 
former foreign minister in the Chen administration who was involved in the diplomatic  fraud 

                                                           
26 The ROC Presidential Office: “President Tsai’s Opening Statement in Interview with Journalists from India, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand”, 5 May 2017, at 
http://english.president.gov.tw/NEWS/5132. 
27 Chow, Jermyn: “Taiwan’s ‘Pivot South’ on Track, Says President Tsai Ing-wen,” The Straits Times, 6 May 
2017, at http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/taiwans-pivot-south-on-track-says-tsai. 
28  Hiesboeck, Martin: “The Dangerous Arrogance of Taiwan’s New Southbound Push,” TheNewsLense, 10 
November 2017, at https://international.thenewslens.com/article/83136. 
29  Baron, James: “Huang’s Uneasy Time in the Spotlight,” Taipei Times, 26 November 2017, p. 6, at 
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/editorials/print/2017/11/26/2003682919. 
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scandal which of US$29.8 million when attempting to establish formal ties with Papua New 
Guinea between 2006 and 2008.30 He served as director of the ONSP in the Presidential Office 
and the ONSP as a task force, that was not legally institutionalized, functioned as a command 
and coordination center, probably an unprecedented case after  the democratization of Taiwan 
in the 1990s.31  The ONSP mapped out missions and strategies of the NSP and provided 
consultation service to the president in a timely manner. With an insufficient staff, an inadequate 
team and insufficient resources, the ONSP seemed to take the lead in the decision-making and 
implementation of the NSP. But, suddenly, Huang was elected as the new representative to 
Singapore in late August 2016, only a couple of months after the establishment of the ONSP, 
and it ended up not serving in that position because, as was reported, the nomination was not 
welcomed by the Singaporean government.32  In September 2016, the OTN under the ROC 
Executive Yuan was created as an administrative body aimed at coordinating and integrating 
government agencies for participation in regional and global economic cooperation. The birth 
of the OTN, also responsible for the promotion and implementation of the NSP, was indicative 
of the upcoming demise of the ONSP. Then, in January 2017, Huang was appointed as 
Chairperson of the Taiwan External Trade Development Council (TAITRA), leaving the ONSP 
largely unattended or less functional for most of the time before its dissolution. In December 
2017, the Presidential Office announced the closure of the ONSP, effective on the first day of 
2018.  
 
 Starting from January 2018, the Tsai administration has established a “New Southbound 
Policy Ad Hoc Group” under the National Security Council and a “New Southbound Policy 
Task Force” under the OTN at the ROC Executive Yuan. The former is responsible for strategic 
analyses and policy analyses and suggestions for the president. The latter is in charge of the 
specific implementations of the NSP, whereas the OTN is in charge of inter-agency coordination 
within the Executive Yuan. 
 
 Given the wide geographical and political coverage and its comprehensive nature, the 
NSP is weak in interagency coordination. Now the OTN under the Executive Yuan, headed by 
a minister without portfolio who was former secretary-general of the National Security Council 
during Ma’s second term, is in charge of the planning and implementation of the NSP. In 
addition to its staff from the Ministry of Economic Affairs, the OTN must coordinate with the 
other cabinet-level agencies, such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Education, 
the Ministry of Transportation and Communications (under which there is a Bureau of Tourism), 
the Ministry of Health and Welfare, and the Ministry of Finance, in order to fulfil its mission. 
Because the bureaucracy does not change much from Ma’s presidency to Tsai’s presidency, the 
lesson learned from the Ma administration’s mediocre interagency coordination in the Cross-
Strait Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA) and its ensuing planning and 
implementation is indicative of the potential difficulties that the Tsai administration has to face, 
wanting to move the NSP at full steam.  
 
 Take for example the Tsai administration’s work on assisting immigrants in Taiwan. 

                                                           
30 Shih, Hsiu Chuan: “Control Yuan Impeaches Huang, Chiou,” Taipei Times, 15 January 2009, at 
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2009/01/15/2003433814. 
31 Due to the lack of a proper legal status, the ONSP with such an important mission could not issue meeting 
notifications but had to ask a legally institutionalized office of the Presidential Office to do so for it. 
32 Lee, Wendy, “Government Takes U-turn on Appointment of Singapore Envoy,” Taiwan News, October 11, 
2016, at https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/2992123. To understand more about the possibly hasty 
reshuffling of related units dealing with the NSP, see “Warning Signals for the ‘New Southbound Policy’: The 
China Post,” The Straits Times, 12 September 2016, at http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/warning-
signals-for-the-new-southbound-policy-the-china-post. 
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Given the so-called “people-oriented” nature, the NSP hopes to “help first-generation 
immigrants in Taiwan use their linguistic and cultural advantages to obtain work certification 
and job opportunities” and help their next generation “connect with their ancestral countries by 
encouraging universities to establish appropriate departments or curricula and give admission 
priority to students speaking Southeast Asian languages.”33 All this need a great deal of inter-
agency effort. However, in the first 6 months of the NSP, related government agencies and the 
ROC Executive Yuan’s New Immigrants Affairs Coordinating Committee was not convened 
until late November 2016, half year after Tsai’s inauguration. This produced some concern over 
the coordination of related budgets and missions.34  Such concern still remains. Recently, in 
December 2017, a report issued by the ROC Control Yuan still indicates the lack of effective 
allocation of resources and inadequate coordination and integration of various projects in 
government agencies.35   
 
            Third, the NSP remains less impressive in the economic field. Despite the development 
in tourism and cultural exchanges, the results of the other NSP’s short-to-mid-term goals, i.e., 
economic and trade, investment, talent exchange, and bilateral and multilateral negotiation and 
dialogue to enhance cooperation and resolve disputes, remain to be seen. For instance, an issue 
of utmost importance, according to the DPP government, is to refine and renew the bilateral 
investment agreements (BIAs) already signed with the Philippines (1992), Vietnam (1993), and 
Thailand (1996). Seven more with Southeast and South Asian countries were struck by the Tsai 
administration’s predecessors, too. However, so far only 1 out of the 10 BIAs has been renewed 
– the BIA between Taiwan and the Philippines in December 2017.36  Occasionally there are 
some high-level exchanges between Taiwan and some NSP-target countries, perhaps all of 
which have taken place in previous presidencies. As of December 2017, no ground-breaking 
announcement has been made by the DPP government. 
 
 Another example is the negotiation and dialogue needed to enhance cooperation and 
resolve disputes. Already, the DPP government has held a few large, international fora aimed at 
NSP-related issue areas. It has also tried very hard to invite experts and officials from NSP 
countries to Taiwan for exchange of ideas or on-site observations. One of the fora, the Yushan 
Forum: Asian Dialogue for Innovation and Progress, gathered some forty public and private 
sector representatives from more than fifteen countries, including the US and Japan, and 
hundreds of local participants. However, critics have argued that this international forum invited 
few important political and economic figures from Asia and the project aimed solely to spend 
the money that had not been used efficiently under the NSP.37 

                                                           
33  The Executive Yuan, the ROC, New Southbound Policy Promotion Plan, September 5, 2016, at 
https://english.ey.gov.tw/News_Hot_Topic.aspx?n=D61190201622DA50&sms=B5449820D7077391. 
34 The Ma administration set up this committee in August 2015 because of an increased (over 500,000 in mid-
2015) population of the new immigrants mainly from mainland China and Southeast Asia. See, Chang, Yu-ling, 
“New Southbound Policy: The New Immigrants Affairs Coordinating Committee not Held Even Once by the 
Tsai Administration (Xin Nanxiang Zhengce: Xin Jumin Shiwu Xietiao Hueibao Tsai Zhengfu Yici Do Meiyou 
Kaiguo),” The Journalist (Xin Xinwen), 9 November 2016, at 
https://www.new7.com.tw/NewsView.aspx?i=TXT2016110914373740Z. 
35 “Taiwan Should Have Taken Aadvantage of ‘Austronesian Culture’ Soft Power (Xin Nanxian Zhengce Ying 
Shanyong Taiwan ‘Nandao Wenhua’ Ruanshili),” News Release of the Control Yuan Members, the Control 
Yuan, the Republic of China, 21 December 2017, at 
https://www.cy.gov.tw/sp.asp?xdURL=./di/Message/message_1t2.asp&ctNode=2394&mp=1&msg_id=6226. 
36 This BIA renewed includes the expansion of the scope of protection, the reinforcement of transparency in laws 
and regulations, the pursuit of international arbitration, and so on. 
37 Distinguished guests invited from the NSP-target countries include former Vice Presidents of the Philippines 
Teofisto Guingona and Jejomar Binay; Perfecto Yasay, former Secretary of Foreign Affairs of the Philippines; 
Kasit Piromya, former Minister of Foreign Affairs of Thailand; and Wahyu Utomo, Deputy Minister for 
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The NSP may have encountered opposition, either explicit or implicit, from mainland China 
that has been exercising growing political and economic influence on Southeast and South Asia 
via the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the “One Belt, One Road” initiative 
(also referred to the Belt and Road Initiative – BRI).38 Even if the NSP by its original policy 
design does not compete with the BRI, the latter with immense economic attraction can impact 
the NSP to a certain degree. It is very likely that countries in South and Southeast Asia will 
ponder on the possible consequences before they really engage the NSP program with 
something that can be considered official, such as an economic cooperation agreement or high-
level official visits. 
 
 Ideally, Taiwan can benefit, at least economically, from participating in the above 
mechanisms in order to facilitate the NSP’s goals if there is a certain level of mutual trust 
between Taipei and Beijing. If Taiwan does not want to work with mainland China in the latter’s 
grand designs, the next best thing for Taiwan, holding an increasingly inferior position, is that 
mainland China does not obstruct continuously the Taiwan’s initiatives associated with the NSP, 
so long as they do not promote the “one China, one Taiwan”, Taiwan independence, or the 
sovereign status of the Republic of China. In the case of the renewed Taiwan-Philippine BIA, 
for instance, mainland China expressed extreme concern “that the relevant Philippine 
department signed with Taiwan investment protection agreements or other cooperation 
documents that are obviously official in character,” thus lodging representations with the 
Philippines immediately.39  The effect of mainland China’s diplomatic response toward the 
Philippines still remains to be seen, but mainland China’s opposition will constitute a hurdle 
for Taiwan’s NSP in achieving more economic cooperation-related pacts. 
  
 Unfortunately, as some have feel uncertain as the NSP is evolving,40  it appears that 
mainland China has already stayed alert in the regions embraced by the NSP and tried in many 
waysto refrain Taiwan´s desire for further economic ties and upgraded external relations that 
would help the DPP government to improve its governance performance and win the upcoming 
elections. For example, in addition to mainland China’s firm allies, recently mainland China 
has made Vietnam, a very important target country for the NSP, and Singapore, a well-
developed Southeast Asian country, to commit in public to Beijing’s “one China” (principle) in 

                                                           
Infrastructure and Regional Development, Coordinating Ministry for Economic Affairs. In comparison with the 
other major regional forums, such a list of distinguished guests can be indicative of the pressure of mainland China 
against Taiwan’s attempt to interchange with the international community. For criticisms, see “A Guest List that 
Could Not Be Made Public & Budget that Could Not Be Spent (Bu Ke Shou De Jiabin Han Hua Bu Diao De 
Yucuan),” United Daily,13 October 2017, at https://udn.com/news/story/7338/2754127. 
38 Similar views can be found in, for instance, Bland, Ben, “Taiwan Looks South as It Seeks to Reduce Reliance 
on China,” Financial Times, 5 February 2017, at https://www.ft.com/content/3fe468f2-e37d-11e6-8405-
9e5580d6e5fb; Cheng, Ting Fang and Tay, Han Nee, “Taiwan’s Tsai Makes a Limited Headway with 
‘Southbound’ Turn,” Nikkei Asian review, 13 July 2017, at https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics-Economy/Policy-
Politics/Taiwan-s-Tsai-makes-limited-headway-with-southbound-turn; Green, David, “Taiwan Economic Charm 
Offensive Hits Chinese Walls,” ForeignPolicy.com, 24 August 2017, at 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/08/24/taiwans-economic-charm-offensive-hits-chinese-walls/; and Shih, Hsiu 
Chuan, “China to Continue Pressure on Taiwan after Party Congress: John Burns,” The Central News Agency, 12 
October 2017, at http://focustaiwan.tw/news/acs/201710220012.aspx.  
39  “China Unhappy as Philippines Signs Investment Deal with Taiwan,” Reuters, December 8, 2017, at 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-taiwan-philippines/china-unhappy-as-philippines-signs-investment-
deal-with-taiwan-idUSKBN1E217F. 
40 See, for example, Chongkittavorn, Kavi, “ASEAN Ponders China-Taiwan Relations,” Nikkei Asian Review, 22 
November 2015, at https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics-Economy/International-Relations/ASEAN-ponders-China-
Taiwan-relations; and Yeh, Joseph, “Tsai Shifts Focus to ASEAN But Will the New Policy Work?,” The China 
Post/The Asian News Network, 18 May 2016, at http://annx.asianews.network/content/tsai-shifts-focus-asean-its-
new-southbound-policy-will-it-work-17314. 
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May and September 2017, respectively. It is believed that Taiwan and its NSP international 
space for maneuver is being gradually squeezed by mainland China’s endeavor to 
internationalize the “one China” principle. As the rule of the thumb, it can be sure that  
aggravated cross-Strait relations will not contribute to the success of the NSP.  
 
5. Concluding Remarks 

History shows that the three major factors that have more or less influenced the shaping, 
planning and implementation of a government-initiated southward policy of Taiwan, regardless 
of the policy’s nature, are the rapid economic growth of South and/or Southeast Asia, Taiwan’s 
desire for greater and diversified regional participation, as well as Taiwan’s relations with 
mainland China. In the case of the DPP government, some countries in South and Southeast 
Asia have been labeled as contemporary key emerging markets. Taiwan needs to engage the 
countries selected in the NSP as a possible way to become part of the regional economic 
cooperation mechanisms, in particular the RCEP and TPP.  However, the emerging stalemate 
between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait that the pro-Taiwan independence DPP does not 
seem able to handle makes the NSP an extremely crucial program to replace the possible 
political and economic losses resulting from a declining in the cross-Strait relations. 
 
 With the input of governmental bureaucracies, the NSP’s objectives and framework 
gradually came into shape a few months after Tsai took office in May 2016. Being its core the 
economic and trade development, the NSP is seeking two-way exchanges and business and 
economic opportunities propelled by the DPP government’s strong will and policy incentives, 
in the hope that in the long run Taiwan and the NSP-target regions will build up a sense of 
community through the NSP Promotion Plan that includes 4 tasks/objectives: promoting 
economic collaboration; enhancing people-to-people exchange; facilitating resource sharing; 
and establishing regional links and connectivity. It is worth noticing that the NSP tries to make 
good use of Taiwan’s soft power and claim a moral high ground by appealing to the people and 
humanism in the target regions. For Taiwan, engaged in a difficult diplomatic situation, such a 
soft power- or people-oriented appeal appears helpful rhetorically but needs more policy tools 
and resources and an amicable external environment to exercise greater influence on the 
specific countries covered by the NSP. 
 
 Often omitting Australia and New Zealand – 2 of the major target countries under the 
NSP – and largely neglecting the role and influence of mainland China, the Tsai administration 
is distancing itself from the success of NSP. Australia and New Zealand have become 
indispensable players in the game of economic cooperation in the region. They were added to 
the NSP program late, and now these two countries seem to be on the very fringes of the 
strategic map of the NSP. Further, unlike the DPP’s “Taiwan independence clause” or other 
political documents showing a confrontational future of cross-Strait relations, all statements of 
the key officials have remained peaceful and friendly as these officials refer to mainland China 
as one of the principal actors in the Asia Pacific or Indo-Pacific region. It is unwise for the Tsai 
administration to avoid mentioning and considering the role and influence of mainland China. 
Beyond doubt, the Tsai administration knows mainland China is capable of obstructing the NSP 
on many fronts – and it will if necessary – but apparently finds no effective solution to 
worsening relations with mainland China.  
 
 The NSP, again, is a helpful program if being considered sensibly with the overall 
economic and development strategy of Taiwan in the face of a rising Chinese communist regime 
and a transactional, volatile US administration led by Donald Trump. Since the DPP 
government chose a tougher road to implement the NSP, that is, to carry out the NSP program, 
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withdrawing from the past cross-Strait dialogue foundation – the vaguely defined 1992 
consensus – and thus prompted Beijing’s assertive blockage of Taiwan’s moves to a friendly 
environment for the NSP, one can foresee a long, uphill battle that is probably not backed up 
well by sufficient funding, strong interagency coordination, and substantial support of the key 
members in the specific regions has been anticipated by Taiwan. What is also foreseeable is that 
Tsai, who once argued in early 2016 that Taiwan’s diplomacy would not rely on mainland 
China’s goodwill but on its own power41  and appeared to believe firmly that Taiwan’s soft 
power would eventually prevail over money and politics, may not be realistic and flexible 
enough when it comes to Taiwan’s foreign and cross-Strait relations. So the prospect of a NSP 
success will become rather small. 
 
 
 
 
 
                  APPENDIX 
 

The New Southbound Policy Promotion Plan 
Executive Yuan, the Republic of China 

September 5, 2016 
 
A. Promote economic collaboration: Forge new partnerships by integrating with those 
countries’ supply chains, connecting with their domestic demand markets, and cooperating on 
infrastructure projects. 
1. Supply chains: Taiwan will support the industrial capacities and demands of partner countries 
through the five major innovative industries it is currently developing. For instance, Taiwan can 
export or help set up internet-of-things systems for such applications as electronic toll collection, 
smart health care and intelligent school campuses. The government will also set up a “Taiwan 
Desk” in those countries to gather local resources and help overseas Taiwanese enterprises form 
business clusters. In Taiwan, a single window for southbound economy and trade expansion 
will be established as a platform for seeking, creating, integrating and promoting bilateral trade 
opportunities. 
2. Domestic demand markets: Use cross-border electronic and physical distribution channels to 
sell quality and affordable products. Export new service industries including education, health, 
medical care and dining. Shape Taiwan’s industrial brand image. 
3. Infrastructure projects: Create a collaborative platform for exporting infrastructure 
construction services and turnkey projects. Form export teams on energy, petrochemical and 
environmental infrastructure. Build strategic alliances with third-country service providers. 
 
B. Conduct talent exchange: With a focus on people, deepen bilateral exchange and cultivation 
of young scholars, students and industry professionals. Share and complement human resources 
with partner countries. 
1. Education ties: Expand scholarships to draw more students from ASEAN and South Asia. 
Depending on Taiwan’s industrial needs, create courses on academia-industry cooperation and 
foreign youth technical training, and provide job matching services after their graduation. 
Encourage universities and colleges to set up campuses or courses abroad or preparatory 
programs. Offer elementary and junior high school language courses for new immigrants and 

                                                           
41 “Full Text of the Second Round of Tsai Ing-wen’s Presentations at the 3rd Televised Presidential Candidates’ 
Debate (Tsai Ing-wen Disan Chang Dianshi Zhengjienhui Dier Lun Fabiao Quanwen),” January 8, 2016, at 
http://iing.tw/posts/508. 
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encourage universities and colleges to cultivate more Southeast Asian language experts and 
regional trade professionals. 
2. Industry talent: Establish a points-based system allowing residency extensions for eligible 
foreign professional or technical workers in Taiwan and encourage them to obtain job skills 
training and professional certification. Promote a two-way flow of professionals, streamline 
procedures for foreign workers coming to Taiwan, and match them to local companies. 
3. New immigrants: Help first-generation immigrants use their linguistic and cultural 
advantages to obtain work certification and job opportunities (such as language teaching and 
tourism-related work). Help second-generation immigrants connect with their ancestral 
countries by encouraging universities to establish appropriate departments or curriculums, and 
give admission priority to students speaking Southeast Asian languages. 
 
C. Share resources: Capitalize on Taiwan’s soft powers to promote bilateral and multilateral 
cooperation in culture, tourism, medical care, technology, agriculture, and small and medium-
sized enterprises. Improve quality of life in partner countries and expand Taiwan’s economic 
footprint. 
1. Health care: Cooperate with ASEAN, South Asia, New Zealand and Australia on bilateral 
pharmaceutical certifications and new drug and medical equipment development. Help ASEAN 
and South Asia cultivate medical care and public health workers. 
2. Culture: Use film, broadcasting and online games to market Taiwan’s cultural brand. 
Encourage Taiwan’s local governments to engage in intercity exchanges and cooperation with 
ASEAN, South Asia, New Zealand and Australia. 
3. Tourism: Ease visa requirements for ASEAN and South Asian tourists to Taiwan. Promote 
Taiwan tourism through multiple channels, raise the quality and quantity of tour guides, and 
create a Muslim-friendly travel environment. 
4. Technology: Build technology exchange platforms, strengthen international connections at 
Taiwan’s science parks and research institutes, and promote exchanges in smart disaster 
prevention technologies. 
5. Agriculture: Establish a “Taiwan international agricultural development company” to 
increase exports of agricultural products and materials. Provide agricultural technology 
assistance, expand use of biomaterials and agricultural machinery, and improve the business 
capabilities of partner countries. 
 
D. Forge regional links: Systematize bilateral and multilateral cooperation with partner 
countries while strengthening negotiations and dialogue. Draw on the collective strength of 
private groups, overseas Taiwanese networks and third countries. Advance regional safety and 
prosperity. 
1. Regional integration: Actively pursue economic cooperation agreements or individual 
economic cooperation provisions with India and major ASEAN trade partners. Update and 
strengthen current bilateral investment and taxation treaties. Improve risk management by 
creating major event alert and emergency response mechanisms. 
2. Negotiations and dialogue: Promote multilevel and all-encompassing negotiations and 
dialogue with ASEAN, South Asia, New Zealand and Australia. Open dialogue and negotiations 
with China at a suitable time on relevant topics and cooperation matters. 
3. Strategic alliances: Reallocate foreign aid resources, build a comprehensive foreign aid 
mechanism, and expand Taiwanese companies’ participation in local development projects in 
other countries. Strengthen official and nonofficial cooperation platforms between Taiwan and 
Japan, set up a Taiwan-Singapore economic and trade cooperation platform, and join third 
countries in tapping markets in ASEAN, South Asia, New Zealand and Australia. 
4. Overseas Taiwanese networks: Create an overseas Taiwanese database and exchange 
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platform (including for foreign graduates of Taiwan universities, Taiwanese businesses 
operating abroad, and overseas ethnic Chinese). Connect with overseas ethnic Chinese and 
overseas Taiwanese business networks and strengthen their links with companies in Taiwan. 
Source: https://english.ey.gov.tw/News_Hot_Topic.aspx?n=D61190201622DA50&sms=B5449820D7077391 
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                                                                  Abstract 
Due to the policy of “diplomatic truce” during the presidency of Ma Ying-Jeou, and the good will of mainland 
China, from 2008 to 2016, generally speaking, the number of ROC’s diplomatic allies remained stable, except in 
November 2013, when Gambia cut its diplomatic relations with Taiwan. However, since President Tsai Ing-wen 
took office in May 20, 2016, some changes are expected in cross-Strait relations between Mainland China and 
Taiwan, given the reluctance of President Tsai to express her support to the 1992 Consensus, and the previous 
reactions of Mainland China. Nowadays, among the 20 ROC diplomatic allies, 11 are located in Latin America. 
This article tries to respond to the following questions: Is it possible to go back to the bilateral diplomatic 
competition for recognition by different ally countries, like that maintained during the governments of Lee Teng-
hui and Chen Sui-bian? Will Mainland China intend to seize more countries that maintain diplomatic relations 
with Taiwan in order to press Tsai for closer cross-Strait relations? Will the Taiwan´ diplomatic allies in Latin 
America turn to Mainland China, accepting its offers and incentives?  
 
Keywords: Taiwan, Mainland China, cross-Strait relations: ROC; Latin America; diplomatic 
competition. 
 

                  Título en Castellano: Desafíos para la República de China: Las relaciones 
diplomáticas con América Latina después de la rotación del régimen en 2016 

 
                                                                Resumen 
Debido a la política de "tregua diplomática" durante la Presidencia de Ma Ying-jeou, y la buena voluntad de 
China continental, de 2008 a 2016, en términos generales, el número de aliados diplomáticos de la ROC 
permaneció estable, excepto en noviembre de 2013, cuando Gambia cortó sus relaciones diplomáticas con 
Taiwán. Sin embargo, una vez que el Presidente Tsai Ing-Wen asumió el cargo en 20 de mayo de 2016, se esperan 
algunos cambios en las relaciones entre el estrecho de China y Taiwán, dada la reticencia del Presidente Tsai a 
expresar su apoyo al consenso 1992, y las reacciones anteriores de China continental. Actualmente, entre los 20 
aliados diplomáticos de la ROC, 11 están ubicados en Latinoamérica. Este artículo trata de responder a las 
siguientes preguntas: ¿es posible volver a la competición diplomática bilateral, como la mantenida durante los 
gobiernos de Lee Teng-hui y Chen sui-bian? ¿Pretende China continental que más países que mantienen 
relaciones diplomáticas con Taiwán corten estas relaciones y así conseguir que Tsai estreche las relaciones? ¿Los 
aliados diplomáticos de Taiwán pueden acabar aceptando las ofertas e incentivos de China continental? 
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1. Introduction 

 Due to the policy of “diplomatic truce” during the presidency of Ma Ying-Jeou, and the 
goodwill of Mainland China, generally speaking, from 2008 to 2016 the number of countries 
who maintain diplomatic relations with ROC on Taiwan remained stable, except in November 
2013, when Gambia cut diplomatic relations with Taiwan in spite of the fact that they could not 
establish relations at the same time with Mainland China.  
 
 However, after the overwhelming victory in the presidential election, President Tsai Ing-
wen assumed the presidency on 20 May 2016. Different from President Ma, the principle of 
cross-Strait policy is now to maintain the statu quo according to the ROC Constitution, 
unwilling to accept publicly the 1992 Consensus. Therefore, once she took office, some changes 
were expected in the cross-Strait interactions between Mainland China and Taiwan. After Sao 
Tome and Principe cut diplomatic ties with Taipei, in June 2017 it was followed by the loss of 
diplomatic ties between Panama and Taiwan. Thus, the number of nations that maintain 
diplomatic ties with Taiwan was reduced to 20 and, among them, 11 are located in Latin 
America. Therefore, Latin America, and especially Central America, is truly a crucial area for 
the ROC’s foreign policy. 
 
 Facing the previous reactions of Mainland China in front of the reluctance of President 
Tsai, will the diplomatic competition in the number of ally countries during the era of Lee Teng-
hui and Chen Sui-bian happen again? Will Mainland China intend to seize more countries who 
maintain diplomatic relations with Taiwan in order to press Tsai to accept closer cross-strait 
relations? Will those diplomatic allies of Taiwan in Latin America accept their offer and turn to 
Mainland China? All these are problems that deserve a more in-depth investigation. 
 
2. Recent development of ROC foreign relations 

Nowadays, Latin America is the main battleground on state-to-state representation between 
Taiwan and Mainland China (PRC). For Taiwan, Paraguay and 10 states of Central America 
and the Caribbean make up the most significant group of states supporting its status as an 
independent state. Were Taiwan to lose their support, it would have only official diplomatic ties 
with the Holy See and 8 small impoverished nations in Africa and the south Pacific, 
dramatically weakening Taipei’s claim to sovereignty.  
 
 The struggle between Taiwan and China in Latin America intensified in 2004, when the 
island of Dominica severed its ties with Taipei after a pledge from Beijing of US$112 million 
in aid over six years. One year later, Granada shifted its recognition in favor of Beijing. Fighting 
against the tide, the Taiwanese government was able to gain the newly elected government of 
St. Lucia in early 2007. In May of that year, Taiwan received a heavy blow when several of its 
allies behaved rather ambiguously during the World Health Organization vote on Taiwan’s 
membership: Nicaragua and Panama were absent, Haiti abstained, and Costa Rica voted Nay. 
Shortly after, in June, Taiwan endured yet another defeat when it lost the allegiance of Costa 
Rica, the first Central American country that recognized China.2  
Faced with growing competition from the PRC, Taiwan has redoubled its efforts to secure the 
support of its allies in Latin America. The most visible instruments utilized by Taipei are 

                                                           
2 Johanna Mendelson Forman and Susana Moreira, “Taiwan-China Balancing Act in Latin America”, in Corola 
McGiffert, (ed.) (2009): Chinese Soft Power and its Implications for the United States: Competition and 
Cooperation in the Developing World, A Report of the CSIS Smart Power Initiative, Washington D.C., CSIS, p. 
97, at https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/legacy_files/files/media/csis/pubs/090403_mcgiffert_chinesesoftpower_web.pdf (2017/01/30) 
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frequent and highly publicized exchange of high level official visits: the first overseas visit of 
President Ma Ying-jeou was to attend the inauguration of Paraguay’s Presidency of Fernando 
Lugo, on August 15, 2008, and the Dominican Republic’s Presidency of Leonel Fernandez, on 
August 16, 2008. Ma also held talks with the President of Panama, Martin Torrijos; the president 
of El Salvador, Antonio Saca; the President of Honduras, Manuel Zelaya; and the President of 
Haiti, Rene Preval.3  
 
 Other instruments used by Taiwan are military training and military assistance. Taiwan 
also continues to supply much needed technical and medical assistance after humanitarian or 
natural disasters, to strengthen economic ties with its allies and encourage Taiwanese 
investment in the area. Perhaps the most successful tool in securing the support of its allies is 
financial assistance. But Taipei is increasingly under pressure, because Beijing also adopted the 
dollar diplomacy offering trade preferences to pry away Taipei’s allies in the region. This 
pressure generated scandals that were made public about the personal use of the Taiwanese 
funds by Central American leaders, which originally should be used for other purposes. In 
response to these scandals, President Ma called for a diplomatic truce with China that truly 
stopped the bilateral diplomatic competition for eight years4.  
 
 According to the media, the left-wing elected President of El Salvador, Mauricio Funes, 
of Front of National Liberation Farabundo Marti, before swearing into office in 2009, expressed 
his aspiration to establish relations with Mainland China. In 2009, the elected President of 
Panama, Ricardo Martinelli, also had the same intention. But both were rejected by the 
authorities of Mainland China due to the diplomatic truce established between Mainland China 
and the government of Ma, in order to leave away the diplomatic competition through the 
offering of economic means5. In fact, experts in Mainland China said that at least five nations 
expressed their will to establish diplomatic relations with Mainland China in that period. Yet 
the authorities of Beijing did not respond positively to these petitions, considering the feeling 
of Taiwan and trying to set a more solid foundation for the future reunification of China6. 
 
 Taiwan and Mainland China, which claim the independent island-nation as part of the 
motherland, used to play a joyless slogging game called “dollar diplomacy.” In it, each side 
competed with lorry-loads of cash and other inducements to get small, impoverished, and often 
ill-run nations, to switch their diplomatic allegiance. It was a game that Taiwan was steadily 
losing until 2008 when Mainland China, as a gesture of goodwill on the ascension of president 
Ma Ying-jeou, suddenly suspended it. The score at that moment was: Taiwan 23, China 172. 
However, on March 17, 2016, China suddenly resumed the play, establishing diplomatic ties 
with Gambia, a Taiwan former ally. President Ma was on a state visit to Belize, one of Taiwan’s 
allies, when the news came out, and said that this movement was very wrong. In Taiwan, the 
Mainland Affairs Ministry said that Mainland China’s move ran contrary to the mutual trust 
that Taiwan and China had built up in the last eight years.7  
 
                                                           
3 Ibid., pp. 97-98.  
4 Ibid., pp. 98, 100. 
5 Ma-en Zhou, "Why China denies petition for the establishment of diplomatic relations to five countries," 
China's news window(周马恩，「中国为什么要拒绝五个国家建交请求」，中國新聞之窗), (Aug. 9, 2013), 
at http://blog.ifeng.com/article/29593504.html, (2017/02/03) 
6 “Taiwan's diplomatic allies want to shift?”(「台灣邦交國想轉向？」), ETtoday, 17 November 2013, at 
http://www.ettoday.net/news/20131117/297126.htm,  
7 Richard C. Bush, “The Gambia gambit: China resumes an old diplomatic game”, Economist, (26 March 2016), 
at http://www.economist.com/news/asia/21695563-china-resumes-old-diplomatic-game-gambia-
gambit?zid=306&ah=1b164dbd43b0cb27ba0d4c3b12a5e227  



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

72 
 

The action immediately reverberated through Taiwan and was read as a warning about the future 
relations between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait. From 2008 to 2016, Beijing had refused 
to establish diplomatic relations with any of Taiwan’s diplomatic partners to avoid creating 
political problems for the island’s President, Ma Ying-jeou, because he had accepted China’s 
formula for the conduct of cross-Strait relations. Tsai Ing-wen, who was elected President on 
January 16, refuses to explicitly support the same formula. China’s Gambia move suggests that 
it tried to demonstrate its displeasure by further undermining Taiwan’s international position. 
Although Gambia is small gruel for China, the restoration of China-Gambia ties is a big deal 
psychologically for Taiwan—and China knows it.8  
 
 And it is not the end. After the establishment of diplomatic ties with Taipei in May, 1997, 
Sao Tome and Principe broke diplomatic ties with Taiwan on December 21, 2016, reducing the 
number of diplomatic allies of Taiwan to 21. When the Minister of Foreign Affairs, David Lee, 
was asked if China was behind it, he only said that there was no information about it, and that 
the main reason behind the cut of diplomatic ties was due to Taipei’s denial of its request for an 
exorbitant amount of financial aid, since the financial hole of Sao Tome and Principe is too deep 
for Taiwan to deal with. Lee also denied the severance of ties was due to the President Tsai Ing-
wen’s refusal to adhere to the so-called “1992 consensus,” which refers to a tacit understanding 
between the Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT) and the Chinese Communist Party that both sides 
of the Taiwan Strait acknowledge there is “one China,” with each side having its own 
interpretation of what “China” means. On the possibility that a domino effect could be set off 
with other diplomatic allies, particularly the Vatican, Lee said, given the nation’s diplomatic 
situation, that pressure would be omnipresent.9 
 
 With Sao Tomé and Príncipe severing diplomatic relations with Taiwan on December 
12, 2016, and its ensuing recognition of Beijing, attention was once again turning to the Vatican, 
arguably the most important of Taipei’s 21 remaining diplomatic allies. And this was read as 
another warning from the part of Mainland China after the elected president of the United States, 
Donald Trump, received the congratulatory call from president Tsai Ing-wen on December 2, 
2016. And at the beginning of January 2017, Tsai made an official visit, nicknamed “Trip of 
Ing-jie,” to several allies in Central America, namely Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador and 
Honduras. During the trip, as Nicaraguan President, Daniel Ortega, had the record to leave the 
president Ma in an awkward position when he visited Nicaragua. The media foresaw with 
expectation that he would do the same with Tsai, or that there would be some surprises regarding 
the diplomatic relations with Taiwan. But finally, in general, the objectives of the “Trip of Ing-
jie” were fulfilled.10 
 
 Nevertheless, six months later, Panama cut suddenly the long-standing diplomatic ties 
with Taiwan, establishing relations with China, leaving only 20 countries as diplomatic allies 
of Taiwan. The Panamanian government said that it recognized "only one China" and 
considered Taiwan part of it. Panamanian President, Juan Carlos Varela, said in a televised 
address that he was "convinced that this is the correct path for our country", although he praised 
Taiwan as a great friend during the maintenance of their relations. This is perhaps the biggest 

                                                           
8 Richard C. Bush, “China’s Gambia gambit and what it means for Taiwan”, Brookings, (22 March 2016), 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2016/03/22/chinas-gambia-gambit-and-what-it-means-for-
taiwan/ 
9 Stacy Hsu: “Sao Tome and Principe cuts Taipei ties”, Taipei Times, 22 December 2016, at 
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2016/12/22/2003661692 
10 Jianrong Xu: “Taiwan In Numbers: The Republic of China's Diplomatic Relations”, Upmedia, 22 January 
2017, at http://www.upmedia.mg/news_info.php?SerialNo=10916 
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blow Taiwan has suffered since the relations with Beijing began deteriorating last year.11 
 
 Under the expectations that there might be some Mainland China action to compel Tsai 
to not searching the independence of Taiwan, making some kind of promise, Tsai  kept certain 
kind of ambiguity in her cross-Strait policy in order to maintain a balance between the pressure 
for closer relations with Mainland China and the will of the radical sector of DPP who search a 
definite independence of the island. Therefore, how far she can maintain this ambiguity depends 
on how much outer support she can get, being the most important the backing from the United 
States and Japan.  
 

3. The role of Japan in the cross-Strait Relations as viewed by Tsai Ing-wen  

There are three key international actors that play an important role in the Taiwan diplomatic 
relations with Latin America: Mainland China, the United States, and Japan. And that is why 
even before the presidential election, Tsai Ing-wen paid a lot of attention to the relations with 
United States and Japan. How to grasp firmly the support from both countries is the key factor 
in the success of her foreign policy. In fact, DPP has always maintained very close contacts with 
the USA and Japan.  
 
 Japan is important for Tsai, because it is the only counterpart able to contain the pressure 
from Mainland China in Asia. Moreover, due to the half-century colonial connection between 
Japan and Taiwan, both have maintained very intimate interactions until now. In fact, in the 
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), there are people who support the independence of Taiwan 
whatever the reasons, and they believe that Japan will be their most faithful friend in the 
international community.  
  
 After May 2016, the most significant action made by Japan was to change the name of 
Japan Interchange Association to Japan-Taiwan Exchange Association, announced in December 
2016, which was effective in January 1, 2017; a move hailed by the Taiwan government as a 
positive sign for closer bilateral relations. Beijing soon expressed "strong dissatisfaction" with 
Japan's decision to change the name of its de facto embassy in the Republic of China, to include 
the word "Taiwan." The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokeswoman, Hua Chunying (華
春瑩), described the change as a "passive measure" by Japan on the Taiwan issue, and called 
on Japan to uphold the "one China" policy. Most of the Taiwanese lawmakers and scholars 
welcomed the change. 
 
 MOFA claimed that Japan was Taiwan's third-largest trading partner and Taiwan was 
Japan's fourth-largest trading partner. Bilateral trade totaled nearly US$57 billion in 2015and 
the two-way travel is expected to reach the 6 million mark this year, the ministry said, adding 
that these numbers exemplified the two countries' close bilateral ties. Democratic Progressive 
Party Legislator Lo Chih-Cheng (羅致政) called the change an important and positive step 
toward "normalizing" Taiwan-Japan relations. He also called on Beijing not to "overreact" over 
Japan's decision to include the word "Taiwan" in the title of its representative office.12 
 
 A researcher from the Institute of Taiwan Studies in Shanghai, Zhong-fei Zhou(周忠菲), 
                                                           
11 “Panama cuts ties with Taiwan in favor of China”, BBC, 13 June 2017, at http://www.bbc.com/news/world-
latin-america-40256499 
12 Joseph Yeh, “Beijing 'dissatisfied' with name change of Japan's de facto Taiwan embassy”, The China Post, 29 
December 2016, at http://www.chinapost.com.tw/taiwan/china-taiwan-relations/2016/12/29/487946/Beijing-
dissatisfied.htm 
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indicated that the “Two-States Theory” is a heritage of DPP from Lee Teng-hui presidency, in 
which Tsai participated in the whole process of its elaboration. Now that she is in power, in 
order to fulfill this policy, she could accelerate relations with Japan and make Taiwan the source 
of tension in East Asia, promoting the diplomacy of “Two-States Theory”. Until now, the DPP 
is emphasizing that “Mainland China forces Taiwan to accept the Consensus of 1992”, 
“Mainland China has become a military threat of Taiwan”, “Taiwan needs to defend its own 
value of democracy”, etc. with the aim to adjust and rectify Taiwan’s security strategy in East 
Asia.13 The principal objective is to attract the international attention to the cross-Strait tension 
and highlight the importance of Taiwan. 
 
 At the same time, Japan welcomes Tsai’s policy because Japan has always defined itself 
as the center of East Asia, and there are constant conflicts between Mainland China and Japan 
given the problems created by the overlapping of the Air Defense Identification Zone in East 
China Sea, the Senkaku Island (Diaoyu Island), dispute and even by the arbitration made public 
in 2016 on the South China Sea. Previously, Japan has progressively lifted the restrictions to 
their defense rights and intensified the containment against the “threat from China”.14 Therefore, 
with the goodwill of Taiwan, Japan can avoid quarrelling at the same time with Mainland China 
and Taiwan over the sovereignty of the Senkaku Islands, including the disputes over the fishing 
rights in the area. Actually, after taking office, Tsai has kept a more flexible and compromising 
attitude towards these Japanese policies. And, this is important, the stand of Japan is firmly 
supported by United States. 
 
 On February 3, 2017, during his first overseas trip, to Japan, James Mattis, the US 
Defense Secretary, reiterated the firm American support to the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation 
and Security between the United States and Japan, which may give Japan a freer hand in its 
East Asia policy against China. Mattis also underscored in the meeting that the United States 
remains steadfast in its commitment to defend Japan in the face of common threats, which can 
be read as Mainland China. He also made certain that Article 5 of the U.S.-Japanese mutual 
defense treaty is understood to be as real as it was and as it will be a year and 10 years from 
now. The defense secretary also confirmed the long-standing U.S. position on Japan’s territorial 
dispute with China over the Senkaku Islands: to apply the U.S.-Japan security treaty to all areas 
under Japanese administration, and to continue a strong opposition to any unilateral coercive 
action that seeks to undermine Japan's administrative control of the islands. He also thanked 
Abe for Japan's noteworthy contributions to regional and global security and to the U.S.-Japan 
alliance.15  Later, when Japanese Prime Minister Abe visited Washington in February 2017, 
Trump reiterated that the U.S.-Japanese mutual defense treaty will definitely cover all territory 
under Japanese administration, Senkaku Islands included.16 
 
 Since there are common interests between Taiwan and Japan, and as an island in the 
middle of the East and Southeast Asia islands arc, Taiwan is a valuable ally for Japan in its 
policy of containment to Mainland China. If Japan wants to detain the entrance of Mainland 
China into the Pacific Ocean, Taiwan will be a crucial bastion for them. Therefore, it is very 

                                                           
13 "Tsai authorities push for ‘Theory of Two Nations’ diplomacy "?, Read 01, (「蔡當局將推"兩國論外交"？
」，壹讀), 20 November 2016, p. 1, at https://read01.com/ax8OoP.html 
14 Ibid., p. 2.  
15 U.S. Department of Defense: “Strength of Alliance Highlights Meeting Between Mattis, Japan’s Prime 
Minister”, 3 February 2017, at https://www.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1070346/strength-of-alliance-
highlights-meeting-between-mattis-japans-prime-minister 
16 "Trump and Abe talk about Diaoyutai: Applicable to the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty", United Daily News,(「
川安談釣魚台：適用美日安保」，聯合報), 12 February 2017, p. A1. 
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likely that Japan will offer more solid support to a Taiwanese government who shares the same 
threats as Japan. Nevertheless, the author thinks that, if Taiwan is waiting for the military 
support from Japan in case of need, it could be a dream since Japan alone would not take the 
risk of war against China at least with their current power capabilities. 
 
4. United States influence on Taiwan’s foreign policy towards Latin America 

When it comes to the U.S.-China-Taiwan relations, the initial assertion I can make is that 
without the U.S. backing, the declaration of de jure independence is simply not a feasible option 
for Taiwan. But the complicating factor is that Washington has an interest not only in the 
security of Taiwan, but also in stable relations with China, particularly after the expansion of 
bilateral ties. Thus, the maintenance of the status quo turns out to be a U.S. policy, too. For 
achieving such a goal, the US has adopted a policy of strategic ambiguity as the cornerstone of 
its approach toward the cross-Strait relations in the past few decades.17 
 
 The United States adopted the One-China policy to soothe the Beijing’s worries that 
Taiwan may formally secede from China, but, at the same time, has warned China that military 
action against Taiwan cannot be tolerated. Consequently, Washington tries to persuade Taiwan 
not to provoke China, but also promises to provide some kind of security guarantees to defend 
it against a possible Chinese attack. Nevertheless, the U.S. leaves open the option it will take 
in the case of an emergency between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait. This is the essence of 
the policy of strategic ambiguity.18 
 
 While the triangular relationship was a subordinated part of the international system 
during the Cold War period, the post-Cold War triangular relationship was more affected by the 
domestic policies of the three countries than by the international structure. Although the U.S.-
China-Taiwan relationship cannot be fully independent from the international system, it seems 
to be affected more by the changes in the U.S. foreign policy, as a result of changes and 
alterations in domestic policies. The impact of domestic politics on the change in the triangular 
relationship was clearly exemplified during the Clinton administration, when the US 
administration and the Congress agreed or disagreed on the China-Taiwan Strait issue.19 
 
 Some reasons were advanced for maintaining a stable cross-Strait relationship and the 
US involvement in the triangular relationship: A thick and stable cross-strait relationship is 
desirable first because it lessens the likelihood of a military crisis. Second, the security triangle 
is the Achilles heel of U.S.-China relations. Reducing Beijing's concerns about the US role in 
Taiwan would put the whole relationship on a more solid footing. Third, in an exclusive 
framework, Taiwan is rightly concerned about Washington-Beijing relations, but in an inclusive 
triangle it could play the profitable role of an offshore platform for the American involvement 
with Mainland China. Seen Taiwan as an opportunity rather than a security problem would be 
a productive new avenue for American involvement.20 However, the possibilities of realising 
an inclusive triangle are at present the thorniest issue. As Richard Bush has written in his 
seminal work, Uncharted Strait: The Future of China-Taiwan Relations, the future of the 

                                                           
17 Charles Chong-han Wu: “The Strategic Triangle: US-China-Taiwan Relations”, Sharnoff’s Global Views, 13 
December 2012, at http://www.sharnoffsglobalviews.com/the-strategic-triangle-us-china-taiwan-relations/ 
18 Ibid., 2012. 
19 Yaeji Hong, “The U.S-China-Taiwan Triangle Relationship and American Domestic Politics”, p. 5. at 
web.isanet.org/Web/Conferences/AP%20Hong%20Kong%202016/Archive/c9a34211-ccf5-4f69-8b53-
a19299bf9bb4.pdf 
20 Brantly Womack, “Rethinking the US-China-Taiwan triangle”, Asia Times, (14 February 2013), p. 3. 
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/China/CHINA-01-140213.html 
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Taiwan Strait is much more open now than at any other time of the previous decades. Tensions 
between China and Taiwan have been eased since 2008, but the movements and advances 
toward a full rapprochement remains delicate and fragile. Whether the two sides of the Strait 
can sustain and expand a cooperative relationship after years of mutual distrust and fear is still 
an uncertain question. 
 
 The waters of the Strait are uncharted, and each side worries about shoals beneath the 
surface... China fears the island's permanent separation, by way of either an overt move to de 
jure independence or continued refusal to unify with the mainland. Taiwan fears a subordination 
to an authoritarian regime that does not take into consideration Taipei's feelings and concerns. 
And the United States worries about the stability of the East Asian region. 
 
 The United States has a huge stake in the continued stabilization of cross-Strait relations 
because of its interests in maintaining peace and stability in the critically important East Asia 
region. For more than a decade, since the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1995-96, which brought the 
United States and China close to war in the Strait, the NCAFP has been sponsoring a trilateral 
Track II U.S.-China-Taiwan strategic dialogue in order to promote frank exchanges and to 
increase mutual understanding among all the three sides, thus helping to chart a path forward.21 
 
 Nevertheless, the situation might change with the new Trump administration. In the 
phone call made by Tsai Ing-wen on December 2, 2016, to Donald Trump, they talked about 
strengthening Taiwan’s defense and economy. It sounds routine. But it overturned four decades 
of diplomatic practice. Neither American presidents nor presidents-elect have spoken officially 
to the leaders of Taiwan since 1979. This call alarmed Mainland China who took the event as a 
change in the One-China policy of the United States and the challenging words of Donald 
Trump, especially before taking the presidency, made China upset. China reacted cautiously. 
Wang Yi, the foreign minister, lodged a formal diplomatic protest and said that nothing would 
change the world’s recognition of China, turning again to the congenial task of blaming Taiwan 
for everything.22  
 
 In response to the US president-elect Donald Trump’s suggestion that he might deepen 
ties with Taiwan and to Ms. Tsai’s party, which promotes Taiwan as a de facto independent 
country, Beijing has restarted a diplomatic war with Taipei. In December 2016 Beijing 
persuaded the tiny African nation of São Tomé and Príncipe to cut diplomatic ties with Taipei, 
leaving Taiwan with just 21 allies. But in the US backyard there is much more at stake than the 
Taiwanese pride. Central American leaders, nervous about the incoming Trump administration, 
are eager to attract more Chinese investment into their under-developed economies. 
 
 Beijing has an opportunity to enhance its influence — and ruffle US feathers — in the 
strategically important region if it can convince some of Taiwan’s diplomatic allies in Latin 
America and the Caribbean to switch sides. “If Taiwan is ejected from Central America, then 
China’s interests in the US backyard could be a threat,” says Lo Chih-cheng, a member of Ms. 
Tsai’s ruling Democratic Progressive party and the head of the foreign affairs committee in the 
Taiwan’s legislature. Diplomats say that several of Taiwan’s Central American and Caribbean 
                                                           
21 National Committee on American Foreign Policy, “Navigating the Uncharted Strait: The Future of U.S.-
China-Taiwan Relations”, (14 March 2014), https://www.ncafp.org/navigating-uncharted-strait-future-u-s-china-
taiwan-relations/  
22 “Donald Trump’s phone call with Taiwan’s president spreads alarm: What is behind the president-elect's first 
foreign-policy crisis?”, Economist, (4 December 2016), pp. 1-2. 
http://www.economist.com/news/china/21711210-what-behind-president-elects-first-foreign-policy-crisis-
donald-trumps-phone-call?zid=306&ah=1b164dbd43b0cb27ba0d4c3b12a5e227, (2016/12/15) 
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allies have been wavering for some time, enticed by the promise of more aid, trade and 
investment from China.23 
 
 It is not only the importance of Taiwan for Central Americans in terms of trade and 
financial assistance to the governments in the area. The visit of President Tsai Ing-wen could 
be related to the turmoil of the global political status quo that will surely arise with the new US 
government. An analysis piece by Esteban Solis R. in his article on El Nuevo Diario points with 
certainty to some of the implications of the presence in the region of the President of Taiwan, 
in particular, the support of President Ortega for maintaining closer relations with Taiwan. The 
background of the situation is the excellent U.S.-Nicaragua relationship beyond well-resolved 
small skirmishes, showing the pragmatism of the last Ortega administration. When Trump 
showed a clear inclination to establish closer relations with Russia and provoked China both 
commercially and politically by contacting the president of Taiwan by telephone, the presence 
of Tsai Ing-wen in Central America forces us to think beyond formal declarations, at that time 
backed by Taiwanese trade missions looking for Central American products, especially coffee.24 
 
 Due to the uncertainty projected by President Trump policies toward Taiwan and 
Mainland China, there is a lot of speculation about the future relations among U.S., China and 
Taiwan. The attitude of United States for sure will affect the relations between Taiwan and Latin 
America. Even Donald Trump cannot ignore the One-China principle He could ask the Taiwan´s 
Latin American allies to maintain their recognition in order to support the international 
legitimacy of Taiwan. Since all these countries hold very close economic relations with the 
Unites States, they have to take care of the US’s interests as well.     
 
5. Where will the tipping point be? 

The political and legal status of Taiwan has been a matter of dispute between the People’s 
Republic of China and Taiwan for many years. Due to this tension, Taiwan president’s visit to 
Latin America was highly scrutinized. At the beginning of 2017 there were 6 diplomatic allies 
of Taiwan in Central America, and in the Caribbean with 5 countries and in South America with 
Paraguay. It is noteworthy that on the eve of Tsai Ing-wen’s trip to Central America on January 
2017, the deputy minister of Foreign Affairs of Panama, Luis Miguel Hincapie assured that his 
country had excellent relations with Taiwan despite the fact that the president had not planned 
to visit the country. This statement immediately prompted observers to forecast that Panama, 
along with the Vatican and two small countries in Africa, could be one of the first to break off 
relations with Taiwan.25 
 
 According to information from diplomats and scholars, the most likely tipping point in 
the Taiwan-Latin American diplomatic relations should be Panama and Nicaragua. Although 
many diplomatic allies of Taiwan in Latin America had the record of trying to approach 
Mainland China, like Presidents Lugo of Paraguay, Mauricio Funes of El Salvador, Martinelli 
of Panama, and Ortega in Nicaragua, who maintained diplomatic relations with China between 
1985 and 1990, they all went back to Taiwan again. Before June 2017, only Costa Rica had cut 

                                                           
23 Ben Bland and James Fredrick: “Taiwan tries to keep Central American allies away from China 
Beijing launches diplomatic drive in response to Trump’s overtures towards Taipei”, Financial Times, 6 January 
2017, pp. 1-2, at https://www.ft.com/content/1318e4fc-d3e1-11e6-9341-7393bb2e1b51  
24 “Central America, Taiwan, Trump?”, Newsroom Panama, 22 January 2017, at 
http://www.newsroompanama.com/opinion/opinion-central-america-taiwan-trump 
25 Sam Yeh: “What is Behind Taiwanese President’s Visit to Latin America Amid Speculations”, Sputnik News, 
7 January 2017, p. 1, at https://sputniknews.com/asia/201701071049360384-taiwanese-president-visits-latin-
america 
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diplomatic ties with Taiwan in 2007.  
 
 In fact, when left-wing presidents in Costa Rica and Nicaragua took power in 2006 and 
in 2007, respectively, people thought that there might be some change in the Taiwan diplomatic 
relations of Taiwan in the area, but they made different choices. According to Mario Esteban 
Rodriguez, their decisions were made upon the calculation of national interests. In the Costa 
Rica case, Oscar Arias took, as a priority, the economic and diplomatic opportunities that China 
offered to them, meanwhile, Daniel Ortega considered that Taiwan showed more goodwill in 
offering Nicaragua the cooperation they needed for the development of the country.26  
 
 Going back to January 2007, when President Chen Shui-bian visited Nicaragua for the 
inauguration ceremony of Daniel Ortega, some important Sandinista leaders of Nicaragua, like 
Bayardo Arce, promised in the electoral campaign that if they won the election, they would 
reestablish diplomatic ties with Mainland China.27 Despite the expectations, Nicaragua did not 
break with Taiwan and did not establish diplomatic relations with China. On the contrary, 
Taiwan strengthened its relations with the Sandinista government, financing social and 
productive programs in the amount of US$50 million annually. The previous government 
agreed to sign a FTA with Taiwan that has given impetus to the bilateral economic relations, 
investing the Taiwanese companies heavily in maquiladoras in free trade zones. 
 
 President Ortega has said that he will not break diplomatic relations with Taiwan, but at 
the same time he will strengthen trade relations with the People's Republic of China. The 
President of Taiwan was among the skeptics of that possibility, and said that if Nicaragua 
achieved that, his government would win the palms in the world concert. But, apparently, he is 
successful, as evidenced by the construction by a private Chinese company of an interoceanic 
Canal through Nicaragua, to which we will refer later.28 
 
 Recently, President Tsai Ing-wen made again an official visit to Nicaragua for the 
inauguration ceremony of the new presidency of Daniel Ortega. Before the visit, a lot of 
speculation appeared in the media on how Tsai Ing-wen would be received by Ortega, and 
whether there would be any change in the bilateral relations. Nevertheless, everything came out 
as normal, and in general there is no sign of change until the present.  
 
 In the case of Panama, in the early 1980s most of the experts on the Panama Canal 
believed that Japan would step into the vacuum created by the U.S. withdrawal from Panama 
under the 1977 treaties. However, by late 1990s, Mainland China and Taiwan became the main 
non-United States players in Panama. Mainland China now is the third most important user of 
the Canal after the United States and Japan. Taiwan is also among the top 10 users of the 
Canal.29  
 
 Nevertheless, the competition in Panama endured. In September 1994, the chief to-be 

                                                           
26 Mario Esteban Rodriguez: “¿China o Taiwan?: Las Paradojas de Costa Rica y Nicaragua (2006-2008)”, 
Revista de Ciencia Política, Vol.33, no.2 (2013), at 
http://www.scielo.cl/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0718-090X2013000200005  
27 Orlando J. Pérez, (ed.) (2000): Post-invasion Panama: The Challenges of Democratization in the New World 
Order, Oxford, England: Lexington Books, p. 51, at 
https://books.google.com.tw/books?id=vjx9fudZpuoC&printsec=frontcover&hl=zh-TW#v=onepage&q&f=false 
28 Hellen Ruiz Hidalgo, “China en Centroamérica, La prometedora y controvertida presencia del dragón 
oriental”, UNED, (enero 2017), p. 3, at 
http://www.uned.ac.cr/ocex/index.php/ocexinf/156-boletin-n-4-2013/249-china-en-centroamerica 
29 Orlando J. Pérez, op. cit., pp. 51-52.  
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of the Permanent Mission of Panama in the United Nations already declared that, to be realist, 
Panama should not close her eyes to the existence of the People’s Republic of China, neither 
should they forget the China´s favorable vote in the Security Council of the UN, and the fact 
that the People's Republic of China has allowed Panama to maintain its Consulate General in 
Hong Kong. And at the beginning of the 21st century, the public opinion also questioned the 
significance of the participation of Panama in the Memorandum on Taiwan, in which they asked 
the allies of Taiwan to speak in the General Assembly of the UN in favor of the reentrance of 
Taiwan in the organization.30  
 
 In fact, although Mainland China only maintained commercial and cultural relations 
with Panama, the commercial representative of the PRC in Panama, Wang Weihua, explained 
that Mainland China, the major economic and strategic partner that Panama finds in Asia, 
expected to extend commercial and diplomatic relations with Panama in the near future.31 For 
doing that, Mainland China was very skillful in showing her generosity to the Central American 
countries, as well as presenting the benefits they can get from China, by using the example of 
Costa Rica. For instance, they constructed a super modern football stadium of US$100 million 
in San Jose, using Chinese labor; donated US$30 million to the new National Academy of 
Police, and US$8 million to the government, among other funds, totaling more than US$160 
million the funds Costa Rica has received. Furthermore, they signed a Free Trade Agreement 
with Costa Rica which came into force on August 1, 2011.32 All these projects and funds inspire 
the imagination of other Central American countries. To discourage the temptations provoked 
by Costa Rica's example, Taiwan intensified the cooperation with its Central American allies. 
 
 Nevertheless, to the surprise of Taiwan, Panama cut the long-standing diplomatic ties 
with Taiwan in June 2017, establishing relations with China. The Panamanian government said 
that it recognized only the “one China" principle and considered Taiwan part of it. Panamanian 
President Juan Carlos Varela said in a televised address that he was "convinced that this is the 
correct path for our country". This is perhaps the biggest blow Taiwan has suffered since 
relations with Beijing began deteriorating last year, due to political rather than economic 
reasons. China could have continued investing in Panama without official ties. This event leaves 
Taiwan with only 20 allies.33 In an interview with the newspaper South China Morning Post of 
Hong Kong, President Varela even revealed that he already had the idea of establishing relations 
with China since he visited Shanghai 10 years before, and he thought the switch of Panama 
could be a model for other countries.34 
 
 In Guatemala, Taiwan financed the expansion of the road between the capital and the 
Caribbean coast, with a cost of US$132 million, an incentive that dissuades the country from 
establishing diplomatic relations with China. With El Salvador, there is also more cooperation 
for the country development in the fields of agriculture, education, technology, health and 
public security.35 But in Honduras, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Arturo Corrales, expressed 

                                                           
30 “El interés nacional de Panamá y la República Popular China”, Panama America, 6 October 2001, at 
http://www.panamaamerica.com.pa/content/el-inter%C3%A9s-nacional-de-panam%C3%A1-y-la-
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his intention to establish diplomatic relations with the PRC in 2012, in spite of the opposition 
of Taiwan;36 and in April 2014, a Chinese mission of the China Harbor Engineering Company 
(CHEC), arrived in Honduras under invitation of the government to foresee the possibility of 
constructing an interoceanic railway and other infrastructures in the country. At the same time, 
the rumor of Honduras breaking diplomatic relations with Taiwan spread, but due to the 
diplomatic truce existing between Mainland China and Taiwan, president Porfirio Lobo later 
clarified that they would only look for a commercial approximation to Mainland China.37   
 
  In Honduras as well as in El Salvador important pressures from the public opinion 
pushed their governments to have closer relations with Mainland China, or even to break ties 
with Taiwan can also be mentioned. Taiwan's efforts to keep these allies and the reluctance of 
Mainland China to completely break the diplomatic truce with Taiwan, perhaps has contributed 
to the fact that they did not change their partner already.    
 
 Besides, in the case of Nicaragua, Mainland China has shown their strong influence, 
announcing the construction of an interoceanic Canal in Nicaragua by a Chinese enterprise, the 
China Hong Kong Nicaragua Canal Development Investment Co. Limited, HKND Group. The 
Nicaraguan Congress approved that the company could operate under a 50-years concession 
contract. This will be a colossal work, costing around US$40 billion. Nevertheless, president 
Ortega personally modulated the announcement in the 34th anniversary of the Sandinista 
revolution, on 19 July 2013, when, surprisingly, he lowered the profile of the interoceanic Canal, 
presenting it only as a complementary project, and explaining that the main political objective 
was his government’s Human Development Plan for getting out of poverty 38. Therefore, we 
can suppose that he found the project not feasible at that moment.  
 
 After Costa Rica open the way to Mainland China, she was seen as a model for 
approaching other Central American countries. The governments of Hu Jintao began to 
strengthen commercial and investment contacts. Chinese Ambassador in Costa Rica ensured 
that they hoped the establishment of the Chinese Embassy there would be the beginning of the 
opening of diplomatic relations between his government and the governments of the Central 
American countries in two years’ time from 2007. The construction of the football stadium was 
only the beginning, later in 2013, when Xi Jin-ping visited Costa Rica, China signed agreements 
for an amount of about US$400 million loans. This made neighboring countries jealous.39    
 
 According to unofficial information, former-President Manuel Zelaya of Honduras in 
2009, and former President of El Salvador Mauricio Funes, in 2013 declared that they wished 
to establish diplomatic relations with China. Former President Otto Pérez of Guatemala also 
declared that they wished to have more profound commercial relations with the PRC, while 
maintaining diplomatic relations with Taiwan, adding that they wanted to establish a 
commercial office in China in 2014.  
 
 Nevertheless, until the present, no official approximation between Mainland China and 
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other Central American countries has been made. But there are indeed frequent activities by 
commercial chambers in Central America looking for more commercial contacts with China. 
Meanwhile, Taiwan is offering economic support for development and interaction between 
enterprises, military aid, scholarships for young people, help in the construction of the building 
of Sistema de Integración Económica de Centroamérica (SIECA) and a donor member of the 
Central American Bank for Economic Integration (CABEI) after contributing with US$150 
million.40  
 
 In fact, China is both a competitor and a commercial partner of Central America at the 
same time. Generally speaking, the principal destination of Central American exports is the 
United States, not China. And China is the main competitor of Central American products in 
the American market.41 So, what is the importance of Central America for China? The author 
thinks that the economy is not the key issue. The great Chinese interest lies in the Central 
American geography: the ease of access between the two great oceans and the possibility of 
placing their products directly on the east coast of the United States. Likewise, the possibility 
of establishing an EEZs that manufacture goods for the Chinese and US markets grew in 
importance. In this sense, Central America has an interest to become an economic platform and 
a transit point. This new interest replaces the old traditional Chinese objective in the region: to 
remove the influence of Taiwan diplomatically. That is why the geostrategic issue is very 
important, considering in particular the possible transit of Venezuelan oil from the Atlantic to 
the Pacific, and the refining of heavy oil in plants built by China in El Salvador, Nicaragua, or 
Costa Rica.  
 
 Besides, China put its major interest in the dry canals which incorporate railroads for 
the rapid transportation of goods between the two oceans, rapid transportation present also in 
the projects for Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Costa Rica and Colombia. Finally, Panama 
is of particular importance for the Chinese interests, given the presence of Hutchinson-
Whampoa in Panama since 2000. It is clear that Panama does respond now to the growing 
importance of a rising superpower that seeks to project its power on a global scale.42 
 
 Although Panama cut their diplomatic ties with Taiwan in June 2017, Panama has 
always attempted to maintain a balanced economic relation with both Taiwan and Mainland 
China, as both are important Canal users, interested in investing in Panama.  Evergreen, a 
Taiwanese shipping company, at the end of the 1990s was investing more than US$85 million 
in the construction of modern docking facilities in Panama; while Hutchinson Port Holding 
International (HPH), a Hong Kong-based British and Chinese Company, won the bid to take 
over the ports on both ends of the Canal.43  
 
 Beijing has repeatedly warned against any moves towards independence by Taiwan, 
following the victories of Tsai Ing-wen and her pro-independence Democratic Progressive Party 
(DPP) in presidential and parliamentary elections. Tsai has said that she will maintain peace 
with China, and Chinese state-run media have also noted her pledges to maintain the statu quo 
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with China. Nevertheless, when Panama invited President Tsai to attend the inauguration of the 
Panama Canal expansion in late June of 2016, China reacted frostily. Yet, for Panama, this 
invitation was completely reasonable, thinking that China, as an important user, needed to 
attend the inauguration ceremony of the expanded Canal too.  
 
 Panama was one of Taiwan's oldest diplomatic allies, but diplomats in Beijing have told 
earlier to Reuters that “they believed Panama would be the Central American country most 
likely to ditch Taiwan”. Reuters added that “a US State Department cable released by 
WikiLeaks indicated that Panama sought to recognize Beijing in 2009 but was rebuffed”44. Yet 
it took more years to reach its goal. 
 
 In the case of Paraguay, the country maintains diplomatic relations with Taiwan since 
1957. Due to the constant political conflicts between Taiwan and Mainland China in the past 
decades, Paraguay did not establish diplomatic ties with PRC. The diplomatic truce between 
the two Chinas during the presidency of Ma Ying-jeou, which de facto maintained the statu quo 
in the bilateral relations, helped to maintain the recognition of Taiwan by the government. 
Nevertheless, for several years calls for the establishment of official relations with Mainland 
China have been heard, especially during the government of Fernando Lugo, who announced 
his intention to explore the possibility of a formal official recognition. The weight of 
commercial relations between China and Paraguay has increased constantly: Now, 30% of 
Paraguayan imports come from direct trade with the People's Republic of China.45 Therefore, 
the commercial sector of the country is eager to have full official relations with China, in order 
to facilitate the business with Mainland China. That is also the case of the Dominican Republic, 
given the calls made by the private sector. Other countries in Central America and the Caribbean 
perhaps are eager to take more “realistic” choices, but the Taiwan aid and the ongoing rivalry 
between Mainland China and the United States make them hesitate. 
 
6. Conclusions 

There are only few countries (twenty) in the world that support Taiwan as the legitimate 
government of China. And in the diplomatic competition, Taiwan is progressively losing its 
advantage more and more. To confront this Chinese threat, the government of Ma Ying-jeou 
presented the so-called diplomatic truce. As Beijing was trying to get a favorable impression 
from the Taiwanese people, it used the carrot instead of the big stick, and there was diplomatic 
peace for 8 years. By signing a series of commercial agreements and the diplomatic truce, 
Beijing, in fact, wanted to tell Taiwan that they are capable to deprive Taiwan of more 
diplomatic allies if they wanted to, in the belief that Taiwan could maintain a more pragmatic 
policy in the cross-Strait affairs, paving the way towards the final reunification of China. 
Nevertheless, Taiwan should not depend only on the good will of Mainland China, and, despite 
the difficulties, Taiwan could keep their diplomatic relations with countries in Latin America 
strengthening them through economic and financial means. After all, there are still a lot of 
friends in those countries who prefer to keep the present cooperation with Taiwan. 
 
 However, with Tsai Ing-wen as president of Taiwan, who participated in the formation 
of the Two-States Theory and the pro-independence cross-Strait policy of the DPP, the 
diplomatic truce came to an end and the tension increased again. The loss of two diplomatic 
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allies in Africa, and Panama in Central America, could be only the beginning. Mainland China 
is waiting for the clarification of Tsai’s position. If the latter cannot work out a convincing 
policy to calm down the nerves of Beijing, they could take the initiative anytime to get rid of 
another Taiwanese ally in Latin America as a way of putting more pressure on Taiwan. Tsai 
should be aware of the reality and get rid of the ambiguity. If the current stalemate continues, 
Taiwan risks further economic and political isolation. 
 
 In the fight for Taiwan legitimacy, the United States is one of its main allies, and since 
the Taiwan Relations Act passed in 1979, they sold different weapon systems and provided 
military training regularly to the Armed Forces of the Republic of China. However, this 
situation continues to be an apple of discord for China, who considers US involvement 
disruptive for the stability of the region. Perhaps, after 1979, the United States support for 
Taiwan was a form of compensation for the breaking of relations, but it is evident that the real 
consideration should be a strategic one. With the rise of Mainland China as a great power, and 
the Obama policy of pivot to Asia, the geographic position of Taiwan is important to contain 
the access of China to the central Pacific Ocean, limiting the competition with the Unites States. 
At the same time, the establishment of diplomatic ties between Panama and China means the 
increase of Chinese influence in the backyard of United States. Therefore, maintaining the legal 
legitimacy of Taiwan and its friendship is important and favorable to American interests. Since 
most Latin American allies of Taiwan are quite dependent on the United States, political and 
economically, perhaps United States should use their influence in the region to avoid the 
international disappearance of Taiwan.  
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1. Introducción 

The European Union (EU) external relations embody at least two main issues: economic 
relations and foreign and security policies. Economic relations are included in the recent 
evolution of the EU’s trade policy that is derived from the renewed Lisbon strategy in 2005, 
which sets out the steps for the EU to deliver growth and jobs.2 The strategy highlights an open 
market with effectively enforced high-quality internal rules in areas, such as competition, 
innovation, research and development, employment, and social and cohesion policy, which is 
essential in assisting European companies to compete globally. It further focuses on the need 
to ensure open markets around the world. This internal agenda must be complemented by an 
external agenda for creating opportunities in a globalized economy and encompass trade and 
other external policies. The EU builds an agenda for action that lies at the heart of the 
Commission’s Communication of 2006 called “Global Europe: competing in the world.”3 This 
communication focuses on the contribution of trade policy to stimulating growth and creating 
jobs in Europe and seeks to contribute to the range of external goals of the EU. The EU 
undertook regional trade agreements (RTAs) strategy as a principal mechanism for achieving 
its objectives. The roadmap for the EU’s external policy establishes two major economic criteria 
for new free trade agreement (FTA) partners, market potential (economic size and growth) and 
the level of protection against EU export interests (tariffs and nontariff barriers), and lists Asia 
and Latin America as priority regions (such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), Central America Common Market (CACM), Southern Common Market 
(MERCOSUR), and South Korea). India, Russia, and the Gulf Cooperation Council also have 
combinations of market potential and levels of protection, which make them countries of direct 
interest to the EU. China also meets many of these criteria but requires special attention because 
of the opportunities and risks it presents.4 The EU external priority in these regions is to pursue 
an ambitious, balanced, and just multilateral agreement to liberalize international trade and 
continue negotiating RTAs after the suspension of the Doha negotiations of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) in July 2006. The functions are important in the EU trade policy. The EU 
approved later other trade strategy documents, highlighting several trends and characteristics 
of the EU trade diplomacy: a shift away from ‘multilateralism only’ towards a more bilateral 
approach; a growing recognition of trade policy as an instrument to promote growth at home; 
and evolving thinking on the way in which the EU attempts to link political and economic issues 
in agreements with third countries.5 
 
 It is not just the EU’s trade policy the only policy that has been evolving in recent years. 
The EU is also developing comprehensive relations with Asia region. Asian policies of the EU 
began at the end of the Cold War and have taken the most advanced steps in the beginning of 
the 21st century. The two regions share a common economic interest and strategy, which boost 
their potential for joint action, and have been identified as a case of particularly strong 

                                                           
2 European Commission, Working together for growth and jobs A new start for the Lisbon Strategy, COM (2005) 
24 final, Brussels, p. 1-34. 
3 European Commission, Global Europe: Competing in the world, COM (2006) 567 final, October 2006. 
4 Peter Mandelson, “Remarks to the Global Europe Conference,” at the External Trade Conference on Global 
Europe: Competing in the World-The Way Forward,” Brussels, 13 November 2006), at 
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/ 2006/november/tradoc_131107.pdf; European Commission (2006), op. cit., 
pp. 10-12. 
5 See European Commission: Trade growth and world affairs, COM (2010) 612; European Commission:  Towards 

a comprehensive European International Investment Policy COM (2010) 343; European Commission: Trade a 

key source of growth and jobs for the EU, 2013, in Okano-Heijmans, Maaike, Wit, Sander,van der Putten, Frans-
Paul.: “Cross-Strait Relations and Trade Diplomacy in East Asia Towards Greater EU–Taiwan Economic 

Cooperation?”, Cligendael report (March 2015), p. 12. 
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interregionalism.6 Taiwan was included in the EU’s strategy toward (East) Asia since the launch 
of the EU new trade policy in 2015. The EU opened talks on a Bilateral Investment Agreement 
(BIA) with Taiwan7 (and Hong Kong) under the framework of the Comprehensive Agreement 
on Investment between the EU and China since 2014. When one analysis the economic situation 
of Taiwan, the trade relations with the EU and its member states have been continuously 
progressing over the past decades despite a consistent adherence to the ‘One China policy’.8 
 
 This article takes the EU-Asia interregional cooperation as a case study and considers 
the role of Taiwan in the region. The first section describes the shift in EU’s trade policies and 
the special features of the types of interregionalism between the EU and Asia. The second 
section explores the bilateral trade relations by determining the economic impact of EU-Taiwan 
BIA, or a more comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement (ECA). The third section 
evaluates the opportunities and the internal and external challenges and limitations of an EU-
Taiwan BIA/ECA. The final section provides conclusions on the influence of an EU-Taiwan 
ECA on the relations of EU-Taiwan, considering economic and non- economic factors. 
 
2. Interregional cooperation: The case of (East) Asia 

The interregional relations between Europe and Asia began after the end of the Cold War. The 
revival of the regional processes in Europe created a common market and enhanced its 
interregional relations in the early 1990s. The relationships between the EU and Asia are based 
on a series of EU RTA policies, which are new for the EU. The EU utilizes the RTAs policy as 
an economic statecraft together with other forms of instruments following a variety of foreign 
policy goals. Since Commission’s trade policy in 2006 which poses new goals for its trade 
policy, seeking the complete deregulation of markets and improving the competitiveness of 
European enterprises globally, the EU has taken several steps toward Asia with ambitious FTA 
with South Korea in 2011 and Singapore in 2014, an ASEAN strategy based on individual 
agreements as building blocks toward a region-to-region EU-ASEAN framework, FTA 
negotiations with Japan, as well as ongoing investment negotiations with China. The EU’s 2015 
new trade strategy, Trade for all – toward a more responsible trade and investment policy, 
highlights its key role in keeping markets open worldwide and lists the Asia-Pacific region as 
the priority party for signing RTAs with the EU along with Africa and Latin America. The new 
strategy allows the EU and its member states to initiate talks on BIA with Taiwan and Hong 
Kong to build on investment provisions currently under negotiation with China.9 Strategies in 
Asia offer a typical and comprehensive model for developing relations, considering the type of 
interregional interactions between the EU and Asia, with interregionalism at the core and a 
wide-ranging trade strategy included.  
  
 In developing interregional cooperation, the EU presented a strategic interest in 
promoting competition policies to ensure that European firms do not suffer from unfair 
                                                           
6 Söderbaum, Fredrik, StÅlgren Patrik & Van Langenhove Luk: “The EU as a Global Actor and the Dynamics of 
Interregionalism: a Comparative Analysis,” Journal of European Integration, Vol. 27, nº 3 (2006), pp. 365-380. 
7 A Bilateral Investment Agreement (BIA) with Taiwan would go beyond investment protection, adopting a 
comprehensive approach with respect to market access as well as to rules that improve the overall regulatory 
framework. (see EEAS, “Taiwan and the EU,” at https://eeas.europa.eu/ headquarters/headquarters-
homepage_en/2000/Taiwan%20and%20the%20aEU). 
8 Pascal Kerneis et al.: Taiwan and European Union Trade and Economic Relations- The case for a deep and 
comprehensive bilateral investment agreement, The European Service Forum and the Bureau of Foreign Trade 
of Taiwan (November 2016), at http://www.esf.be/new/wp- content/uploads/2016/11/ESF-Report-Taiwan-EU-
Economic-Relations-Components-of-a-trade-investment-agreement-Final.pdf. 
9 European Commission: Trade for all – towards a more responsible trade and investment policy Luxembourg: 
Publications Office of the European Union (2015), p.31. 
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subsidization by other regional organizations or third countries. 10  The number of 
institutionalized relations between regional organizations and groups of states from two or more 
regions increased. Almost all regions and sub-regions have been engaged in institutionalized 
interregional activities. Since then, globalization and regionalization have presented critical 
external challenges, encouraging nation-states to engage in enhanced regional cooperation for 
managing the increasingly complex interdependence (liberal-institutionalist explanation) and 
balance off regionalist challenges from other regions (neorealist explanation).11 
The main interregional relationships in which the EU is currently engaged are the most 
advanced in terms of interregionalism; Hänggi classified these relationships using three 
categories:12 

• Relations among regional organizations or regional groups,  
• Relationship between groups of states from more than two different regions, which may 

encompass two or more sub-regions, and  
• Relationship with third states in other regions. 

 
Table 1 Categories of interregionalism 

Type Region A Region B Category of 
interregionalism 

     Cases 

1 Regional 
organizations  

Regional 
organizations  

Idea type of 
interregionalism 

EU-CACM (2012) 
EU-MERCOSUR 
EU-ASEAN 

Regional 
organizations  

Regional 
groups 

Regional 
groups 

Regional 
groups 

2 Groups of states from more 
than two different regions 

Mega-regionalism 
or 
trans-regionalism 

EU-Latin America 
Summit, 
Asia-Europe Meeting 

3 Regional 
organizations 
or 
regional 
groups 

Third states  Quasi-interregionlism EU-Korea (2011) 
EU-Singapore (2014) 
EU-Peru (2013) 
EU-Colombia (2013) 

Source: the author, cited from Heiner Hänggi, “Interregionalism as a multifaceted phenomenon.” in 
Hänggi, Heiner, Roloff Ralf and Rüland Jürgen (eds.) (2006): Interregionalism and International 
Relations, London: Routledge Publishing, p. 41 table 3.4 
 

                                                           
10 Sebastian Santander and Philippe De Lombaerde: “EU - Latin America – Caribbean Interregionalism and 
Effective Multilateralism,” paper presented at V European CEISAL Conference of Latin-Americanists, Brussels, 
(11-14 April 2007), p. 5.  
11 Hänggi Heiner: “Interregionalism as a multifaceted phenomenon- In search of a typology,” in Hänggi, Heiner, 
Roloff Ralf and Rüland Jürgen (eds.) (2006): Intertegionalism and Interregional Relations, London, Routledge 
Publishing, p.31. 
12 Hänggi, Heiner “Interregionalism as a multifaceted phenomenon.” in Heiner Hänggi, Ralf Roloff and Jürgen 
Rüland(eds.), op. cit., pp. 38-39 and 41 table 3.4; Hänggi, Heiner, Roloff Ralf and Rüland Jürgen: 
“Interregionalism: A new phenomenon in international relations.” in Hänggi, Heiner, Roloff Ralf and Rüland 
Jürgen (eds.), op. cit., pp. 3-14. 
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Table 1 shows that the external relations of regional organizations with counterparts in other 
regions constitute the “ideal type” of interregional relations, which reflect the EU’s traditional 
“group-to-group” approach, such as the EU-ASEAN, EU-MERCOSUR, EU-CACM, and EU-
Africa-Caribbean-Pacific relationships (ACP is a group of states from Africa, Caribbean and 
Pacific, not a regional organization). Some authors have considered the long-standing dialogue 
partnership between the EC/EU and the ASEAN as the model for interregional cooperation. 
Hänggi also introduces the category of “mega-regionalism” or “trans-regionalism” between the 
units of a large region or the direct or indirect involvement in other transregional mechanisms. 
The EU’s current network of interregional relations with Asia, Africa, and Latin America is 
encompassed by the overarching relationships of this type, that is, the Asia-Europe Meeting 
(ASEM) in the case of Asia, the EU-Latin American Summit in the case of Latin America, and 
the Cairo process in the case of Africa. Third, the interconnections between a region and a single 
country are considered “quasi-interregionalism,” such as the strategic partnerships established 
by the EU with China, Japan, South Korea, and India13 or the EU’s FTA talks with Colombia, 
Peru, South Korea, Singapore, India, Vietnam, Indonesia, and the Philippines. 
 
 The three categories a priori show features of interregionalism.14  The interregional 
network of the Cold War period appears as a “hub and spokes” system that gravitates around 
Brussels, considering that EU not only as the most advanced regional organization but also that 
interregional relations are absent among the EU’s partner organizations. The EU dominates the 
“hub” position in interregionalism and becomes more than just a model of regional cooperation 
because some “spokes” linked to the “hub” are more institutionalized than others. The EU 
always includes political elements, such as a dialogue on human rights and democracy, and is 
often based on a framework of cooperation agreements. This framework, built between the EU 
and third parties, as a foreign policy tool, pursues multiple goals.15 
 

2.1 Purpose I: Economics drive politics 

The approach of RTAs to EU external relations is not merely a simple economic alliance or 
arrangement. It also implies “a proxy for foreign policy”, which combines economic and non-
economic objectives.16 From the viewpoint of multilateralism, the EU-Asia partnership 
provides a useful instrument for mutual interests and benefits and facilitates the EU’s regional 
competition.  
 

                                                           
13Strategic partnership emerged in the 1990s and was described in 2003 “European Security Strategy” as 
partnerships with countries that share norms and values with the EU and with the aim of strengthening effective 
multilateralism. Thus, this definition reflected the longstanding ties the EU has with its traditional partners, 
which later described as strategic (the US, Canada and Japan) and a call to patch up relations with Washington at 
the height of the divisions over war in Iraq. The EU has ten strategic partnerships with third countries: United 
States, Russia (1998), Japan (2001), China (2003), India, Canada (2004), Brazil, South Africa (2007), Mexico 
(2008), and South Korea (2010). These strategic partnerships should constitute an effective tool for the EU to 
pursue its interests globally in a multilateral framework but relying on its bilateral relationships. See Grevi 
Giovanni: “Why EU Strategic Partnerships Matter,” European Strategic Partnerships Observatory Working 

paper 1 (June 2012), p. 8; and Renard Thomas: “Strategy Wanted: The European Union and Strategy 
Partnerships.” Security Policy Brief, nº 13 (2010), pp. 1-7. 
14 Valle Valeria Marina: “Interregionalism: A Case Study of the European Union and Mercosur,” GARNET 
Working Paper, nº 51 (2008), pp. 6-8. 
15 Busse Matthias: “The hub and spoke approach of EU trade policy,” Intereconomics, Vol. 35, nº 4 (2000), p. 
153; Grevi, Giovanni, op. cit., pp. 14-17. 
16洪財隆，「FTA 的經濟學與政治經濟學」，《中華台北 APEC 研究中心 2008 年》, at 
http://www.ctasc.org.tw/05subject/s_02_52.asp; and Collins Stephen D. (2004): Purchasing Power: Economic 

Statecraft and International Structure, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University.  
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First, the EU’s penchant for multilateral trade deals is partly a result of politics. The European 
Commission, which is the executive institution of the EU, used multilateral trade deals as a 
substitute for an EU foreign policy, which was the domain of EU national governments.17 
Moreover, such deals, which may secure the interests of EU member states abroad, such as 
access to markets, defense of preferential market access, and competition with key international 
partners, have been significant driving forces.18 
 
 Second, the EU is increasing its economic weight and geographical size, required to be 
a “global actor”, and playing a more important political and security role. Interregionalism is a 
good tool for the EU to leverage its relative economic power concerning the United States. The 
security of the EU’s economic interests and competitiveness is analyzed, because of the 
importance for the EU, strengthening its relative power position toward other global (regional 
and national) powers. 
 
 Söderbaum et al. argue that interregionalism is motivated by the EU’s aim to play a 
global role, presenting itself as a political union to its external partners.19 RTAs have become a 
strategy to promote this goal. Thus, the EU’s interregional relations with Asian countries in the 
trade policy of 2016 are motivated by the EU’s interests in the Asian region and its competition 
with the United States in Asia and worldwide. 20  This type of motivation derived from 
“expanding the influence,” which is often beyond the simple consideration of commercial 
interests, attempting to use the RTAs as an instrument of economic policy. 
 
2.2 Purpose II: Promoting the EU model 

The second characteristic of the EU’s trade policy is often used by the European Commission. 
This part of the interregional cooperation intends to support regional integration. The EU has 
attempted to support and promote its own regional experience in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America to follow its own example, which is “a model for integration between countries in 
other regions of the world”.21 The EU projects its own regional integration model to the rest of 
the world, but the model is seen as a self-serving justification for interregionalism. The values 
motivated by the EU are involved in other emerging and developed regional projects because 
they are based on the EU model.22 
 
 Building the EU’s identity as a global actor is closely related to and reinforced by a 
process of region-building and interregionalism. Therefore, spreading the EU experience 
promotes region-building globally. Thus, the EU’s preference for region-building and 
interregionalism has major implications because it helps the EU to export its own model and 
increases the EU’s own identity and legitimacy as a global actor.23 
 

                                                           
17 Busse, Matthias, op. cit., p. 153. Now the EU has a common foreign and security policy 
18 Hardacre: Alan: “The EU and the Diplomacy of Complex Interregionalism,” The Hague Journal of 
Diplomacy, nº 4 (2009), p.176. 
19 Söderbaum, Fredrik, StÅlgren Patrik & Van Langenhove Luk: “The EU as a Global Actor and the Dynamics 
of Interregionalism: a Comparative Analysis,” Journal of European Integration, Vol. 27, nº 3 (2006), pp. 373-
374. 
20 Hardacre, Alan op. cit., p.176. 
21 Bilal, Sanoussi: Is the EU a Model of Regional Integration? Risks and challenges, European Centre for 
Development Policy Management (September 2007), at http://ecdpm.org/wp-content/ uploads/2013/11/EU-
Model-Regional-Integration-Risks-Challenges-2007-.pdf. 
22 Hardacre, Alan, 2009, op. cit., p. 177. 
23 Söderbaum Fredrik et al., op. cit., p. 372. 
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2.3 Purpose III: Sharing the common values and principles 

The EU’s approach in its regional and bilateral agreements focuses on social development goals 
in a cooperative framework, with strong emphasis on the social benefits of economic 
interdependence, democracy, human rights, and sustainable development principles.24  These 
values embedded in the EU Treaties have been applied to the EU’s foreign policy through 
agreements, dialogues, and cooperative projects across the world. 
 
 Currently, the EU is among the world trading powers after more than sixty years of 
economic integration. The EU plays a crucial role in drafting rules for trade multilateralism and 
globalism and thus has a genuine world leadership role to play in the global trade negotiations. 
However, the EU does not follow a trade sanction-based approach to violations of the above 
political and social standards but provides a generalized system of preferences (GSP)25 and 
GSP-plus26 to the developing or underdeveloped countries that have followed the WTO rules 
on trade policy.27 
 
 Such cooperation on a regional and bilateral basis is justified by attempts to simplify 
negotiations and achieve economies of scale. However, the EU also supports similar projects 
elsewhere to make its own successes transferrable. This regional cooperation policy could 
portray the EU as a normative actor projecting its internal value system based on democracy 
and human rights across the world.  
 
 These external challenges to the legitimacy of the European project are becoming clear 
in terms of its relations with Asian countries. Trade and economic progress play a key role in 
EU-Asia relations, but Europe keenly promotes democracy and human rights as shared values 
across the Euro-Asia continents, combining trade issues with those of development and 
enhancing and diversifying the political dialogue between the two continents. 
 
 The question mark in the case of Taiwan, a clear democracy, is the very limited pressures 
Brussels received from domestic European constituencies, given the weak Taiwan expatriate 
communities living in Europe, its weak presence in the media, the irrelevance of Taiwan NGOs, 
the limited research on Taiwan at the European universities and the lack of important European 
allies.  
  
3. EU-Taiwan economic relations 

In fact, the EU is not Taiwan’s highest FTA priority. Negotiations with China concerning 
Economic Framework Agreement (ECFA) related arrangements are consistently the most 

                                                           
24 Smith, Michel: “EU External Relations.” in Cini Michelle (ed.) European Union Politics, Oxford, Oxford 
University Press (2003), pp. 213-225; and Bretherton Charlotte and Vogler John (1999): The European Union as 

a Global Actor, London and New York, Routledge. 
25GSP is a preferential trading system through which the European Union extends preferential access to its 
markets for imports from developing countries. 
26GSP-plus/ GSP + means a duty-free access to the EU concessions for some 7,200 products from small and 
vulnerable countries that have ratified the major multilateral environmental agreements, human rights, and key 
government agreements. Since 2005, the EU announced the further extension of its GSP + scheme (14 +1) 15 
vulnerable to developing countries: Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Venezuela, Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Moldova, Georgia, Mongolia, and Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka was 
accommodated under GSP + as a special case to allow the recovery of the development of the economy after the 
tsunami disaster. 
27 Santander, Sebastian: “The European Partnership with Mercosur: a Relationship Based on Strategic and Neo-
liberal Principles,” European Integration, Vol. 27, nº 3 (2005), pp. 288-289. 
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urgent issue in Taiwan’s FTA strategy. Economic ties between Taiwan and China continue to 
deepen despite the differences over the Taiwan’s status and the rising tensions. Talks with the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) member states to promote a Trans-Pacific FTA are ranked 
second in Taiwan’s economic priority list. Former president Ma Ying-jeou and current president 
Tsai Ing-wen have announced that the TPP is an important objective during her presidency. 
However, the Trans-Pacific trade deal became greatly uncertain once the Trump administration 
withdrew from the TPP.  
 
 Government of the Democratic Progress Party (DPP) has repeatedly claimed that if the 
TPP did not work out, Taiwan would instead seek trade agreements with other important trading 
partners, e.g. the ASEAN, India and EU. Thus, the “new southward policy”, as part of DPP 
policy platform, which focuses on strengthening relations between Taiwan and Southeast Asian 
nations, has been arranged.  
 
 Taiwan is neither a member of the ASEM nor the ASEAN has signed any trade 
arrangements with the EU. However, the EU has a well-structured relationship with Taiwan. 
The development of relations between Taiwan and the EU appears to be relatively stable in such 
a fiercely competitive environment. The EU’s active work in building contracts, negotiating, 
and signing bilateral RTAs indicate that it is gradually moving toward a “trade for all” objective.  
 
 This tendency may be seen through Taiwan’s trade relations. China (excluding Hong 
Kong) was Taiwan’s largest trading partner in 2016 with the total bilateral trade amounting to 
US$117.9 billion, followed by the ASEAN (US$78.5 billion), the US (US$62.1 billion), and 
Japan (US$60.2 billion). The EU maintained the fifth rank, with bilateral trade accounting for 
1.5% of the EU’s world trade in 2016. Trade-in goods grew by 3.9% reaching €45.7 billion in 
2016. Trade-in services that follow an upward trend over the previous decade grew by 6.8% 
reaching €7.83 billion in 2015(sic). Taiwan is the EU’s 19th trading partner (up from 21 in 2013) 
and the 7th in Asia; its goods traded in 2016 reached €45.7 billion, which is 3.9% higher than 
that in 2015.28 
  
 Over 93% of the total bilateral trade between the EU and Taiwan is based on 
manufacture. Primary products comprise only over 2.3% of the trade volume. The Taiwanese 
economy is one of the world’s leading suppliers of electronic components, such as computer 
memory chips, semiconductors, personal computers, and optoelectronics, which includes flat 
panel displays. The structure of Taiwan’s exports to the EU is dominated by information and 
communications technology (ICT) products (34.3%), followed by machinery (16.9%) and 
transport equipment (11.8%). The share of Taiwan in integrated circuits and electronic 
components in EU’s imports worldwide is 15.9%. These circuits and components are assembled 
in Taiwan or Mainland China and then sold to Europe and the rest of the world. Products that 
originate in Taiwan but assembled in Mainland China or South-East Asia do not appear in the 
bilateral EU-Taiwan trade statistics. The EU as a final market is more important for Taiwan than 
what the direct trade statistics depicts.29 
 
 The EU’s exports to Taiwan are mainly machinery (26.5%). Transport equipment was 
also significant part of the EU’s exports to Taiwan (17.8%), followed by ICT and other 
manufacturers (10.8%), pharmaceuticals (7%), and agricultural food (7.5% share).30 

                                                           
28 All the datum of this part of article are cited from European Economic and Trade Office (EETO), EU-Taiwan 
factfile 2017. 
29 Ibid., p. 9. 
30 Ibid., p. 3. 
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The data also shows the share of the bilateral trade with Taiwan in 2016 by the EU Member 
States. Germany remained Taiwan’s largest trading partner within the EU (31.5% share or €14.4 
billion), followed by the Netherlands (17%, €7.8 billion), the United Kingdom (12%, €5.5 
billion), France (9%, €4.1 billion), Italy (6.9%, €3.1 billion), Belgium (3.9%, €1.8 billion), and 
Spain (3%, €1.4 billion) in 2016. These seven states account for over 80% of the bilateral trade 
between the EU and Taiwan. 31 
 
 The EU has an advantage over trade-in services. The simulated results of the EU-Taiwan 
fact file show that the areas with the greatest growth in EU exports to Taiwan are commercial 
services, transportation services, and trade services. Trade in services between the EU and 
Taiwan has gradually increased by 2.8% from 2010 to 2014, showing a remarkable increase of 
6.6% in 2015 reaching €7.8bn. Since 2010 Taiwan’s exports of services to the EU grew 
significantly by 32% reaching €3.25bn in 2015.32 
 
 Worldwide FDI flows to Taiwan in 2016 amounted to US$11,037million, of which 
US$7,236, 65,6%, came from the EU, followed by the British Overseas Territories in the 
Caribbean (14% share or US$1,541million). Taiwan’s statistics indicate that investment from 
the Netherlands accounted for 92.7% of the FDI flows from the EU to Taiwan in 2016, followed 
by the United Kingdom (5.6%), France (0.5%) and Germany (0.4). The Netherlands became 
the primary target for Taiwanese FDI to the EU and accounts for an 71% share of all investment. 
The United Kingdom ranks second with a share of 10.2% before the Czech Republic (3.3% 
share) and Germany (2.3% share).33 However, Taiwan investment in the EU is low. The EU 
only accounts for 2.4% of the stock of Taiwanese FDI. 
 
 The inclusion of Taiwan in the Commission’s “Trade for All” communication adopted 
in 2015 is a major development. Moreover, a BIA must go beyond investment protection and 
adopt a comprehensive approach regarding market access and rules that improve the overall 
regulatory framework to create the opportunity for improved overall business environment in 
Taiwan for EU investment. 34 
 
4. EU - Taiwan Relations - The China Factor 

Most experts, scholars, and think tanks at home and abroad who analyze EU-Taiwan relation 
take ECFA as a basis.35 It is not possible however to ignore the political reality of the Taiwan 
situation and the history of the peculiar relationship between Taiwan and China. Cross-Strait 
relations are a key element in Taiwan’s economic relations with foreign partners. The 
development of the EU-Taiwan relations has to take into consideration not only the relationship 
between the EU and China but also the relationship between Taiwan and China. 
 
 First, Taiwan has significantly improved its relations with Mainland China since Ma 
Ying-jeou came to power in 2008, and the deepening of economic talks through the 2010 ECFA 
have created a good atmosphere in the political and economic interactions between the two 
parties. This does not mean that the significantly improved relations are fully appeased. It 

                                                           
31 Ibid., p. 6. 
32 Ibid., pp..11-12. 
33 Ibid., p. 13. 
34 European External Action Service: Taiwan and the EU, at   https://eeas.europa.eu/ headquarters/headquarters-
homepage/2000/taiwan-and-eu_en. 
35 Tseng Yea Jen: “Challenges and Opportunities of a EU-Taiwan ECA- A Review of Political- Economic 
Perspectives,” Asie.Visions 56 (November 2012); Okano-Heijmans, Maaike, Wit, Sander, van der Putten, Frans-
Paul., op.cit; Kerneis Pascal et al., op. cit. 
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remains to be seen whether the new government of the DPP that took power in May 2016 will 
continue the policy of rapprochement run by former government of Ma Ying-jeou and the extent 
of the changes. In fact, the policies have changed. However, it seems to be clear that Taiwan 
trade policy is dependent on a certain political or diplomatically approval or tacit acceptation 
by Mainland China,36 as third parties that wish to negotiate economic agreements with Taiwan 
have similar trade agreements with China (i. e., such agreements should be run in parallel).37 
 
 Second, the relationship between Europe and China has also significantly improved. 
The EU’s foreign relations are not a set of models that take “selective and differential 
approaches” given the different national conditions. The EU sets the differences between 
bilateral issues given the different choices of foreign relations. When this model is used in the 
construction of relations between the EU and China, it is important to stress that no geopolitical 
conflict exists between the EU and China, preventing the construction of a bilateral strategic 
partnership, and this cooperation has a niche. The EU has suffered significantly from the debt 
crisis and needs a large foreign investment, and China, inter alia, has been exploring the EU 
market, seeking new markets and technical help to upgrade its industry. However, as was 
recently stress, “beyond trade in goods, many areas of economic interaction remain under-
developed, including trade in services, levels of foreign investment, cooperation on industrial 
and technological innovation, and financial market integration”.38 
 
 The year 2013 marked the 10th anniversary of the partnership between the EU and 
Mainland China and the era of the regime change of China [Xi-Li Administration]. In three 
years’ time, the EU-China relations rapidly evolved with the development of various indicators, 
including the China-EU 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation in 2013.39 Xi Jinping and Li 
Keqiang visited nine European countries five times in 2014 and seven European countries in 
2015. Important members of European countries such as the German Chancellor, Angela 
Merkel, the Queen of Denmark, and the president of EU Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, 
also visited China from 2014 to 2015. In 2016, Xi Jinping visited the Czech Republic, Serbia, 
and Poland twice, and the 16+1 Summit Meeting of Heads of Government and related side 
events – a business forum, a national coordinators’ meeting, a seminar of think tanks – as well 
as the first 16+1 Transport Ministers' meeting took place in Riga where China made a number 
of financial commitments as a framework to build the belt and road construction in parallel with 
the European development planning, industrial cooperation, and investment plan. 
 
 The EU is China’s largest trading partner, and China is the EU’s second largest trading 
partner.40 Europe is closer to China, closeness promoted by internal factors. The EU had many 
problems since the start of the economic crisis, and its economic growth is weak. Thus, its 
internal growth requires external economic stimulation. In November 2015, Jean-Claude 
Juncker, the president of the EU Commission introduced the EU investment program of € 315 
billion, the Juncker Plan, which aims to revitalize EU investment, boost economic growth, and 
increase employment.41 This plan requires massive external funds for its implementation. 
 

                                                           
36 Pascal Kerneis et al., op. cit., p. 43. 
37 Okano-Heijmans, Maaike, Wit, Sander, van der Putten, Frans-Paul., op. cit., p. 5. 
38 García-Herrero Alicia, Kwok K.C., Xiangdong Liu, Summers Tim and Yansheng Zhang (2017): EU–China 
Economic Relations to 2025. Building a Common Future, London, Chatham House, p.vi. 
39 European External Action Service (2013): “EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation”, at 
http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/china/docs/eu-china_2020_strategic_agenda_en.pdf. 
40 Available at EU website: http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/china/ 
41 Maurice Eric: “Commission defends extending investment plan, Euobserver, 29 November 2016. 
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Considering all this, it is important to underline two variables in EU-China economic and trade 
relations that affect the relationship between the EU and Taiwan. 
 
4.1 Variable I. China’s market economy status 

The current debate on the China’s market economy status between the EU and Mainland China 
is an important element to be included in the equation of the EU-Taiwan relations. According 
to article 15a of the China’s WTO accession protocol signed in 2001, China agreed to be 
considered as a “non-market economy status” in the first 15 years. This provision expired on 
December 11 of 2016 and China believed it will achieve the market economy status 
automatically, but some countries in Europe and America have expressed their reservations. 
 
  Inside the EU two different groups of countries can be mentioned Two sections for this 
type of are divided inside the EU.  The North European countries advocates free trade and were 
led by the UK pushing the EU to cancel the anti-dumping proposals. The Southern European 
countries, which initially insisted on taking more rigid measures against China, later loosened 
up once China offered assistance in exchange for market economy status when the European 
debt crisis occurred, and Spain put forward an ad hoc proposal. 42 
 
 However, a resolution was passed in a plenary session in the European Parliament in 
May 2016 refusing to recognize the China’s market economy status, but this decision was not 
binding. The European Commission, in line with the position of the Parliament, changed in 
substance the anti-dumping system of the EU, modifying the European Union Law43, and did 
not accept the recognition of China´s “market economy status”. The European Commission 
proposed strengthening penalties, avoiding the weakening of anti-dumping and anti-subsidy 
duties once the recognition of China’s market economy status was not accepted. The EU has 
the right to impose fairly high tariffs and implement anti-subsidies penalties, not frequently 
used in the past, in cases of subsidy-induced overcapacity exports.44  
 
  Given the fact that Taiwan and China are interdependent economically, and many 
China-made products are sold to Europe, this type of anti-dumping and anti-subsidies penalties 
also affects to the products exported by Taiwan to Europe. For example, the EU imposed anti-
dumping duties on some steel imports from China and Taiwan in 2015, and in 2017 as a new 
trade row erupted between Brussels and Beijing.45 Thus, the relationship between EU and China 
needs to be taken into consideration, given its impact on the EU-Taiwan’s trade. 
 
 

                                                           
42 de Marcilly Charles “Status of market economy to China: What political answers can be given to this legal 
straitjacket?” European Issue, nº 389 (18 April 2016). 
43On 19 December 2017, the EU has amended the Regulation (EU) 2016/1036 on protection against dumped 
imports from countries not members of the European Union and Regulation (EU) 2016/1037 on protection 
against dumped imports from countries not members of the European Union and Regulation (EU) 2016/1037 on 
protection against subsidised imports from countries not members of the European Union, focusing in particular 
on China `because the bulk of the EU's anti-dumping activity concerns imports from that country´. “EU puts in 
place new trade defence rules”, Bruxelles 20 December 2017, at 
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/china/37751/eu-puts-place-new-trade-defence-rules_en  
44 「焦點：中國入世滿 15 年 市場經濟地位遇阻」，BBC 中文網，2016 年 12 月 11 日。at 
http://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/trad/chinese-news-38280932 
45 “EU slaps anti-dumping duties on China, Taiwan steel”, Euroactiv (26 March 2015), at 
http://www.euractiv.com/section/competition/news/eu-slaps-anti-dumping-duties-on-china-taiwan-steel, European 
Commission: “Anti-dumping duties on steel products”, Brussels, 27 January 2017, at 
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/press/index.cfm?id=1615. 
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4.2 Variable II. Protectionism trends 

In the construction of bilateral relations, no conflict in geopolitics exists between China and 
Europe as was the case between China and most of its neighbors, given the territorial and 
sovereignty disputes observed among them. These disputes remain a highly sensitive issue for 
China and an obstacle to regional construction and development. In recent years, the EU did 
not actively intervene in the management of East Asia’s security situation when sovereignty 
disputes and regional conflicts were involved. No conflicts affecting the bilateral economic 
interest between China and several important European countries, such as Germany, (the UK), 
France, and Italy have been observed.  
 
 However other aspects count. From the economic and trading point of view, the center 
of gravity of global trade has shifted to Asia since the 1990s. China’s trade share accounts for 
more than 40% of the trade of the entire East Asia. Thus, the US’s initial active promotion of 
the TPP and China’s (and the ASEAN’s) aggressive promotion of the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP) can be understood.46 This different type of regional economic 
integration play with different rules in the economic and trading game, affecting the national 
economic interests.  
 
 President Trump put the US national interest as the first priority in his controversial 
economic diplomacy and signed the exit from the TTP after he took office,47  In parallel, the 
negotiations of the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership between the US and the EU 
stopped. Will this trend force both parties of Europe and the US back to market protectionism? 
That is now clearer in the US case, adopting different protectionists measures, but not in the 
EU case. Thus, the impact on EU-China economic relations is at present not very significant, 
but there are possible unexpected consequences.  
 
 As I mentioned, China actively plays a role as a regional leader in the construction of 
regional economy (RCEP) and she has also promoted the One Belt, One Road initiative trying 
to connect, inter alia, China and Europe. Following the 2015 EU-China summit, China revealed 
its interests in making a contribution to the Investment plan for Europe. The EU set up the EU-
China connectivity platform to explore synergies between the EU trans-European transport 
network projects and OBOR. Several infrastructure projects have been identified, for which 
technical and financial cooperation could be envisaged. 48 The operating mechanism remains 
unclear as well. EU officials seem to be particularly worried about whether Chinese-backed 
platforms and projects can reach the EU high standards for governance as well as technical and 
environmental requirements. Apart from this, the issue of equality within the relationship is a 
top concern for the EU. While China hopes to access European markets to soften some of its 
industrial overcapacity, the EU appears more concerned about whether One Belt One Road will 
create more export opportunities for European products and services and facilitate more 
balanced trade between the two.49  
 
 The EU Global Strategy of 2016 mentions this connectivity drive emphasizing the 

                                                           
46 高朗，「艱困的台灣經濟轉型之路」，聯合報名人堂，第 397 期， 2014 年 4 月 23 日。at 
http://paper.udn.com/udnpaper/PID0030/257201/web/ 
47 Mui Ylan Q.: “President Trump signs order to withdraw from Trans-Pacific Partnership,” Washington Post, 23 
January 2017. 
48 European Parliament, China, the 16+1 cooperation format and the EU, 1 March 2017, at 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2017)599313 
49 Pavlićević, Dragan: “China, The EU and One Belt, One Road Strategy,” China Brief, Vol. 15, nº 15 (31 July 
2015), at https://jamestown.org/program/china-the-eu-and-one-belt-one-road-strategy/ 
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respect for rule of law, both domestically and internationally and the will to deepen trade and 
investment, seeking a level playing field, appropriate intellectual property rights protection, 
greater cooperation on high-end technology, and dialogue on economic reform, human rights 
and climate action.50  However the 16+1 initiative for central and eastern European, derived 
from the Chinese One Belt, One Road initiative, has been perceived negatively in important EU 
circles, considered as a tool for economic and political division inside the EU. 
 
5. Taiwan’s strategic position in Europe 

Taiwan is a small economy with a small inner market. Hence, the success or failure of its 
economy depends on trade. Therefore, the trends in global and regional trade heavily affects 
the economic safety of Taiwan. Taiwan’s failure to join TPP and RCEP brings challenges and 
opportunities everywhere, for the US, mainland China, and Japan. The development of relations 
between Taiwan and the EU appears to be relatively stable in such a fiercely competitive 
environment, being always the economy key in the foreign relations between Taiwan and the 
EU. However, bilateral relations between Taiwan and the EU are not mentioned in the EU 
Global Strategy, thus maintaining the traditional One-China framework with frequent but low-
level political contacts.  
   
 At present, the EU and Taiwan trade is low but can be increased, given the investments 
trends, the different industrial development and technological specialization, though we cannot 
compare the Taiwan and EU economies. Adding to this, Europe and Taiwan have reached a 
broad bilateral consensus on democratic values, human rights, or climate change. Thus, the 
present bilateral relations can be summarized in three categories: weak (political strategies), 
neutral (economy and trade), and strong (values) developments. Nevertheless, Taiwan can learn 
in its relations with Europe, from China’s “Selective and different approach”, seeking a 
particular entry point in the different European countries. 
 
5.1 Definition of the relative relationship between Taiwan and China in their diplomacy 
toward Europe 
 
Taiwan should improve the competitiveness of its own industries, take a firm stand in the 
existing market, and strive to expand into new markets. Taiwan should also actively sign free 
trade agreements with countries and regions with large-scale markets. The aforesaid ECFA’s 
niche point has started to shift since the DPP came to power. The DPP administration starts to 
rigorously promote “new southward” (Southeast Asia) policy with vague westward (mainland) 
policies. 51  The “southward policy” overlaps with China’s One Belt, One Road for the 
construction of the Maritime Silk Road. Mainland China is accelerating its fusion into the global 
economic system, being also the biggest trading market in Taiwan. The Sunflower Student 
Movement in Taiwan triggered disputes in service -the Cross-Strait Services Trade Agreement 
(CSSTA)52- and commodity bilasteral trades and highlighted the concerns of the Taiwan society 
on its economic and trading relationship with Mainland China and the insufficient 
psychological preparation for the expansion of its market openness- though the fear of an 
economically powerful neighbor is a rational one-. Taiwan’s share of the Mainland China 

                                                           
50 Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe.A Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign And 
Security Policy, June 2016, pp.37-38, at 
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf 
51“Taiwan's New Southward Policy must go beyond chasing: The China Post”, The Straits Times, at: 
http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/taiwans-new-southward-policy-must-go-beyond-chasing-the-china-
post  
52Taiwan’s service sector produces almost 70 percent of its GDP and employs nearly 60 percent of its workforce. 
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market has not significantly increased because the Cross-Strait Agreement on Trade in Services 
was not ratified. The intention of foreign enterprises to move their Asia-Pacific operational 
headquarters to Taiwan will be weakened substantially if Taiwan fails to become a platform and 
a bridge to enter and exit from the Mainland China market unless a substantial economic reform 
takes place. Taiwan should consider whether its relationship with Mainland China in foreign 
trade development belongs to a model of competitive cooperation or cooperative competition 
(competition broader than cooperation or mutual cooperation).    
  
 On the other hand, the EU has modified its foreign trade policies, gave new impetus to 
the negotiations with Asian countries on trade agreements, and actively participates in affairs 
in Asian countries as mentioned previously on the first part or this article when dealing with 
interregionalism.  
 
 Indeed, China has requested in many occasions to open completely the FTA negotiations 
with the EU; but the EU considers that it is not ready for such a deal. Therefore, after many 
years of discussion, the two trading parties decided in 2013 to launch negotiations of a Bilateral 
Investment Agreement (BIA).  Therefore, it was considered pertinent to start a similar FTA 
negotiation with Taiwan. 53  As a result, the European new trade strategy “Trade for All” 
published in 2015 stated that “Building on the investment provisions under negotiation with 
China, the EU will explore launching negotiations on investment with Hong-Kong and Taiwan 
to broaden its network of investment agreements in the region.54  
 
 Taiwan should take the negotiation between the EU and Taiwan on the BIA as a basis 
(type 3 of interregionalism). One alternative is to improve the relationship with Mainland China, 
exploring more in depth- and evoiding subordination- the possibility of joining the ECFA or 
RCEP, develop the multiple aspects of its economy, society, and education by combining 
southward policies, and expand a network system for East Asia free trade (it would move closer 
to the ASEAN+N model). On the other hand, by expanding a network system for Asia free trade, 
Taiwan can prevent domestic industries from moving out, and allow Taiwan to reap the benefits 
of geography and democracy to attract international investments, becoming an important base, 
linking the EU and the Asian markets. The format will be similar to interregionalism (type 1) 
or even to mega-interregionalism (type 2). 
 
5.2 Use Taiwan’s advantages to promote economic relations with other Asian countries 
 
The EU praises itself as a normative power, and its partnership with other countries involves 
the promotion of good governance, democracy and human rights. However, the conditionalities 
included in economic agreements, such as human rights, democracy, and environment 
protection, had few effects in many cases where compromises are made for obtaining clear 
economic and political benefits and the traditional political systems are difficult to change. 
Taiwan accepts the Western ideals in bilateral affairs and the universal values that the EU 
promotes. This consensus is an advantage for the development of the bilateral relations. The 
EU member states have to recognize the symbolically important role of the Taiwanese 
democratic system, rules-based economy and protection of human rights.55 For example, the 
Northern European countries are small but rich. Taiwan regional orientation can be compare 
with the orientation maintained by these countries before its entry into the EU and advantages 
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in terms of value promotion and recognition. Moreover, Germany, Holland, the UK, and Italy 
were originally key actors in the development of Taiwan-EU economic relations and trade. 
Britain after Brexit will try to further strengthen its foreign markets, maintaining a solid 
economic relation with the EU. Hence, the UK can likely become a target for strengthening the 
Taiwanese trade with Europe.   
       
6. Conclusion 

The EU trade policy combines idealism and pragmatism. On the one hand, economic relations 
are a priority for the EU and reflect the success of its internal integration and collective 
economic power. On the other hand, the EU appears to have constructed, partly by design and 
partly by reacting to the necessity for developments, a set of structures that exist at several 
interconnected levels because they pose problems of power, establish trade mechanisms, and 
share values for the EU itself similar to what it does for its partners. 
 
 The coherence of the EU’s external policies is fundamental for strengthening its global 
role.  
 
 Promoting RTAs and contributing to building regional integration schemes globally 
serve a double function for the EU: These actions allow that human rights and issues connected 
with development be brought into international relations while creating entities that can 
establish relations with the EU as a regional actor. 
 
 Negotiating with the EU is a difficult challenge, with highly professional and technical 
demands. There is still much room for the strengthening of EU-Taiwan BIA talks, including 
learning on the economic distance, response to European calls to reduce specific market barriers 
as well as to political and normative considerations of the EU’s role in the world. 
 
 Taiwan, which is a small economy, should deal with outer challenges quickly and 
flexibly in a changing international economic environment. The tide of liberalization forces 
Taiwan to further open its market. This flexibility aspect is particularly crucial in the case of 
Taiwan, if Taiwan wants to position itself as a key hub (or bridge) between developed but 
somewhat rigid economies such as those of the EU and emerging but fast-moving economies 
such as China and other ASEAN countries. 
 
 Taiwan has been included in the list of countries for the development of trade and 
cooperative relations with the EU. BIA/ECA negotiations are just the start; Taiwan’s focus is 
still on deepening its agreements with the EU, and through BIA, more projects can be available 
in future ECA negotiations led by the EU. The Taiwan´s ability to cope with these challenges 
depends on the consensus and cooperation between the Taiwanese government and the public 
and the compromises they can reach. 
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                                                                    Abstract: 
This article compares the approach followed by Mainland China and Taiwan in their economic relations 
with Mexico. Both sides of the Taiwan Strait have developed an interest in Mexico as an export platform 
to North America and the Western Hemisphere. The Mexican influence over Central America is also 
valued by both Beijing and Taipei. However, due to their disparities in economic and political 
development, the authorities and businessmen in the mainland and Taiwan have chosen different paths 
to conduct their interactions with Mexico. On the other hand, the deep economic integration between 
China and Taiwan, particularly the important investments made by Taiwanese firms in the mainland 
during the past three decades, have had a considerable impact on their trade with Mexico. The latter’s 
trade deficit with the PRC cannot be explained without the role played by enterprises from Taiwan, who 
continuously seek to remain competitive internationally. 
 
Keywords: Taiwan, Mainland China, Mexico, trade, investment, Taiwan companies, globalization, 
NAFTA 
   

  Título en Castellano: Buscando una plataforma en Norteamérica: Taiwán, 
México y relaciones en el estrecho de Taiwán  
 
                                                                     

              Resumen: 
Este artículo compara el enfoque seguido por China continental y Taiwán en sus relaciones económicas 
con México. Ambos lados del estrecho de Taiwán han desarrollado un interés en México como una 
plataforma de exportación a Norteamérica y el hemisferio occidental. La influencia mexicana sobre 
Centroamérica también es valorada tanto por Beijing como por Taipei. Sin embargo, debido a sus 
disparidades en el desarrollo económico y político, las autoridades y los empresarios en el continente 
y Taiwán han elegido diferentes caminos en sus relaciones con México. Por otra parte, la profunda 
integración económica entre China y Taiwán, en particular las importantes inversiones realizadas por 
las empresas taiwanesas en el continente durante las últimas tres décadas han tenido un impacto 
considerable en su comercio con México. El déficit comercial de este último con la RPC no puede 
explicarse sin el papel desempeñado por las empresas de Taiwán.  
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1. Introducción 

The rise of China and its increasing interest in Latin America have been a constant subject of 
study in the past decade and a half. Many words have been written about the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) becoming the largest trading partner for some countries in the region, and one 
of the major investors in the sectors related with natural resources, and infrastructures to exploit 
and have access to them.2  
 
 Part of the economic growth seen in some of those countries during the ten years before 
2014, particularly in cases like Brazil, could not be fully explained without the role played by 
China, and its need for commodities which also led to an upsurge in prices, benefiting most of 
the economies in Latin America.  
 
 Nonetheless, Mexico, the second largest economy in the region, did not present 
particularly high growth rates during those years, nor received large sums of investments 
coming from the PRC; at least not in the same scale or magnitude as those received by the large 
South American nations.3 In fact, for most of the years between 1999-2016, Mexico attracted 
more accumulated investments from the smaller actor across the Taiwan Strait. Between those 
years, firms coming from Taiwan have invested almost 1.5 times more money than companies 
from Mainland China, making Mexico the largest receptor of Taiwanese productive 
investments in Latin America (Table 1). 
 
 Both sides of the Taiwan Strait have followed different patterns when trading and 
investing in Mexico; however, much of the trade between Mexico and Mainland China has been 
influenced by the activities of Taiwanese companies. This article aims to analyze those 
differences, noting that the levels of industrial development, and the role played by the state in 
this process, have marked the way both Taiwan and Mainland China have interacted with 
Mexico in the economic realm.  
 
 The role of Taiwanese companies and other small and medium enterprises (SMEs) is 
also considered, highlighting the fact that they have also contributed to the large imbalances in 
Mexico’s trade with both Taiwan and the Chinese mainland.  
 
 More importantly, there is the idea that once the Mexican government began to respond 
to globalization challenges with an integrationist approach, investments from the largest 
economies in East Asia, including Taiwan and Mainland China, have been made in Mexico to 
use the country as a platform to export to NAFTA markets, primarily the United States. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 Important studies in the field include: Blásquez-Lidoy, Jorge et al. (2006): “Angel or Devil? China’s Trade 
Impact on Latin American Emerging Markets,” Working Paper nº 252, Paris, OECD Development Center; Evan 
Ellis (2009): China in Latin America: The Whats and Wherefores, Boulder, Lynn Rienner; Fernández Alex E. and 
Hogenboom Barbara (eds.) (2010): Latin America Facing China: South-South Relations beyond the Washington 
Consensus, New York, Berghahn Books; Hearn, Adrian H. and Leon-Manriquez, José Luis (2011): China Engages 
Latin America: Tracing the Trajectory, Boulder, Lynne Rienner. 
3  Pérez Ludeña, Miguel (2017): “Chinese Investments in Latin America: Opportunities for Growth and 
Diversification,” ECLAC-Production Development Series nº 208. Santiago, UN-ECLAC. 
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Table 1. Accumulated FDI in Mexico, 1999-2016 (selected countries, million USD) 

Country of origin FDI 
Mainland China 484.8 
Taiwan 710.8 
Hong Kong 220.4 

North America 

United States 213,533.9 
Canada 27,479.3 

Asia-Pacific 

Japan 13,412.2 
South Korea 3,873.2 
Singapore 1,970.5 

Europe 
Spain 57,120.0 
Netherlands 52,483.7 
Germany 14,168.0 
United Kingdom 10,446.9 
France 4,440.3   

Total 464,688.8 
Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
The first section of the article presents an initial theoretical framework, based on International 
Political Economy (IPE), focusing on the state and its influence over the economic development 
and industrialization, highlighting the different responses to the challenges of globalization, 
especially the differences between the independent and the integrationist approaches, which 
have been implemented by Taiwan and Mainland China, on the one hand, and Mexico, on the 
other hand, respectively. 4  The second section analyzes the development of the so-called 
relationship enterprises in Taiwan, as well as their role in initiating and furthering the economic 
integration process between both sides of the Taiwan Strait, which later would have an impact 
on their investments around the world, including those made in Mexico. A third section presents 
the industrial evolution of Mexico since the post-war years, and some of the motivations behind 
the state’s integrationist approach, with NAFTA as its highest expression. Integration with the 
other larger North American markets served the purpose to preserve and deepen industrial 
development in the country, although the increasing participation of firms coming from the 
other side of the Pacific Ocean in this process would also present an unexpected outcome.  
 
 The different patterns of investments from Taiwan and Mainland China are presented 
in sections four and five, analyzing the composition of their total accumulated investments, as 
well as their destinations, as a way to explain the intention of using Mexico as a platform, and 
emphasizing the nature of the differences in approaches followed by both sides of the Taiwan 
Strait. The sixth section goes further, reflecting on some of the cross-strait dynamics that have 
had an impact on the actors’ investments and trade with Mexico, particularly regarding the 

                                                           
4 The identification of the different independent and integrationist approaches can be found in Amsden, Alice H.  
(2001): The Rise of “The Rest”: Challenges to the West from Late-Industrializing Economies, New York, Oxford 
University Press. 
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present situation, with a powerful Chinese government in the mainland, on the one hand; and a 
government in Taiwan controlled by a pro-independence party, but ruled by a leader following 
a more ambiguous approach towards Beijing, on the other. Finally, some concluding remarks 
are presented at the end of the article. 
 
2. The role of the state and its different responses to globalization 

The triumph of Keynesian postulates in the aftermath of World War II, underscoring the need 
for state intervention in the economy, not only to correct market externalities, but also as a 
promoter of economic growth, full employment, and social welfare, led to the construction of 
an international economic order described by Ruggie as “embedded liberalism.” Democracy 
and international trade were to be the most important pillars in the new world order, but the 
state was to keep the prerogatives to impose controls on capital and to a semi-fixed exchange 
rate, as a way to maintain domestic growth and economic stability.5 
 
 It was under these circumstances that sates played a decisive role in the economic 
development experienced by countries such as Mexico and Taiwan during the decades 
following the end of WWII. When studying the role of state institutions in the economic growth 
of Japan and the East Asian Tigers, considered as miraculous, the notion of developmental state 
was continuously advanced during the 1980s. Following the influential study authored by 
Chalmers Johnson in 1982, about the role of the Ministry of International Trade and Industry 
and other strategic state institutions in the industrialization of Japan between 1925-1975, a large 
number of scholars began to work on the idea of a developmental state as a key figure in the 
successful stories of economic growth in the Asia-Pacific countries. 6  Similarly, other 
researchers noted that the phenomenon of developmental state was not exclusive of East Asia, 
since other regions of the world also offered experiences of important state intervention leading 
to industrialization, such as the “Estado desarrollista” in post-revolutionary Mexico, and in 
Brazil under Gétulio Vargas and subsequent military dictatorships.7  
 
 The main characteristic of a developmental state has been its autonomy from other social 
forces, allowing it to isolate its policymakers from the influences of the business class or from 
workers or peasants, but having their interest in mind when carrying its economic planning. 
Similarly, state institutions have the goal to reach industrialization, having an extensive set of 
policy tools, both fiscal and monetary, including tariff and non-tariff barriers, subsidies, credits, 

                                                           
5 Ruggie, John G.: “International Regimes, Transactions, and Change: Embedded Liberalism in the Postwar 
Economic Order,” International Organization, Vol. 36, nº 2 (1982), pp. 379-415. 
6  Chalmers Johnson (1982): MITI and the Japanese Miracle: The Growth of Industrial Policy, 1925-1975, 
Stanford, Stanford University Press; Cumings, Bruce: “The Origins and Development of the Northeast Asian 
Political Economy,” International Organization, Vol. 38, nº 1 (1984), pp. 1-40; Amsden, Alice H.  (1989): Asia’s 
Next Giant: South Korea and Late Industrialization, New York, Oxford University Press; Appelbaum, Richard P.  
and Henderson, Jeffrey W. (1992): States and Development in the Asian Pacific Rim, Newbury Park, Sage; Evans, 
Peter (1995): Embedded Autonomy: States and Industrial Transformation, Princeton, Princeton University Press; 
Leftwich, Adrian:“Bringing Politics Back in: Towards a Model of the Developmental State”, Journal of 
Development Studies, Vol. 31, nº 3 (1995), pp. 400-427; Woo-Cumings, Meredith (ed.) (1999): The Developmental 
State, Ithaca, Cornell University Press; Wade, Robert H.: “Bringing the State Back In: Lessons from East Asia’s 
Development Experience”, in Dauderstadt, Michael (2005): Towards a Prosperous Wider Europe: 
Macroeconomic Policies for a Growing Neighborhood, Bonn, Friedrich-Ebert-Foundation. 
7  Haggard Stephan (1990): Pathways from the Periphery: The Politics of Growth in Newly Industrializing 
Countries, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, pp. 161-189; and, Ross Schneider, Ben: “The Desarrollista State in 
Brazil and Mexico,” in Woo-Cumings, Meredith (ed.) (1999): The Developmental State, Ithaca, Cornell University 
Press, pp. 276-304. 
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capital controls and bailouts, among others.8 Nonetheless, developmental states also present 
differences among each other, particularly regarding their attitude towards foreign investment 
and some of the instruments they use to pursue industrialization, due mainly to their historic 
circumstances and the social features they face when consolidating their power. In fact, when 
considering that the Latin American type of developmental state was influenced by the 
Dependency Theory and its encouragement of an import-substitution industrialization (ISI) 
model through policies recommended by the UN Economic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean (ECLAC), the East Asian type of developmental state has been constantly 
referred to as the ultimate proof that countries in the periphery can overcome underdevelopment 
and are not condemned to depend on the central and more developed economies.9 Therefore, 
historic institutionalism has been a constant theoretical body used when approaching 
developmental states. 
 
 However, the irruption of the concept of globalization in the study of International 
Relations, and of IPE in particular, understood as the diffusion of borders and the deepening of 
economic integration between countries, moved some scholars to predict the weakening of the 
state and the end of its economic influence, as opposed to the rise of multinational corporations 
and other transnational non-state actors. The endorsement of neoliberal thinkers to the process 
of globalization, led to some of them to minimize the responsibility of the state in the economic 
success of East Asia, recognizing only those policies concerning macroeconomic stability and 
the functioning of the market, but ignoring those related to strong intervention and protection 
of infant industries.10 Highlighting the failures of state intervention in Latin America, leading 
to a decade of stagnation, the 1990s represented a triumph of globalization and a retreat from 
the position of the benefits of the developmental state model.  
 
 Since the end of the Bretton-Woods System and the oil shocks of the 1970s, embedded 
liberalism was now a thing from the past, and the endorsement of the big powers to the 
Washington Consensus and the promotion of free markets and free trade around the world, 
represented a big challenge to the state.11 It was under this attack, that the previous differences 
between developmental strategies followed by states were thought to be important in their 
responses to globalization. In her book The Rise of “the Rest”: Challenges to the West from 
Late-Industrializing Economies, Alice H. Amsden identified two set of countries who 
responded differently to the challenges posed by globalization.  
 
 The first group followed what the author described as an independent approach and are 
characterized by a state apparatus concerned with the possible threats to sustained economic 
growth imposed by foreign capital. Hence, they tend to design and implement policies aimed 
to the creation and strengthening of national champions, fortifying domestic industries through 
indirect means, and particularly developing local sources of technology. The countries 
                                                           
8 Ha-joon Chang (1994): The Political Economy of Industrial Policy, New York, St. Martin; Cumings, Bruce: 
“Webs with No Spiders, Spiders with No Webs: The Genealogy of the Developmental State,” in Woo-Cumings, 
Meredith (ed.) (1999) The Developmental State, op. cit., pp. 61-92; Chalmers Johnson: “The Developmental State: 
Odyssey of a Concept,” in Woo-Cumings, Meredith (ed.) (1999): The Developmental State, op. cit., pp. 32-60. 
9 Prebisch, Raúl (1950): The Economic Development of Latin America and Its Principal Problems, New York, 
United Nations; Haggard, Stephan, op. cit., pp. 9-49; Ross Schneider, Ben, op. cit., pp. 276-304. 
10 World Bank (1993): “The East Asian Miracle: Economic Growth and Public Policy.” A World Bank Policy 
Research Report, New York, Oxford University Press; Krugman, Paul: “The Myth of Asia’s Miracle,” Foreign 
Affairs, Vol. 73, nº 6 (1994), pp. 62-78; Boyer Robert and Drache, Daniel (1996): States against Markets: The 
Limits of Globalization, New York, Routledge; Hirst, Paul M. and Thomson, Grahame (1999): Globalization in 
Question: The International Economy and the Possibilities of Governance, Cambridge, Polity Press. 
11 Williamson John and Kuczynski Pedro (eds.) (2003): After the Washington Consensus: Restarting Growth and 
Reform in Latin America, Washington, DC, Institute for International Economics. 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

112 
 

following this type of approach welcome foreign investments, though not indiscriminately; 
therefore, identifying strategic niches, where they would limit the participation of foreigners or 
encourage the formation of joint ventures with domestic public or private firms. Those states 
try to avoid transnational corporations using their territories as merely assembly shops, looking 
for the latter’s investments to ultimately lead the transference of technology and, through 
continuous public investment in R&D, achieve an independent creation of technologically 
advanced goods. 
 
 The second group identified by Amsden followed an integrationist approach, having in 
mind the potential benefits of fully inserting their economies into the globalizing trends. These 
countries opened their markets to foreign goods and foreign investments, observing the premise 
that it was the only way their domestic producers could absorb the more advanced practices 
from the already industrialized economies, by exposing themselves to the world market and the 
outside forces. Looking themselves in a more disadvantaged position, the integrationist states 
welcomed foreign investments in most of the industries, assuming that technology transfer 
would come inevitably, hence limiting themselves to attract capital from abroad. The arrival of 
transnational corporations was seen as complementary to the existing domestic firms, and job 
creation was seen as one of the goals of a more limited state intervention in the economy.12 By 
integrating themselves to a globalized economy, these states thought they would be better 
prepared to attract capital and maintain a healthy economic growth vis-à-vis the other more 
interventionist countries. 
 
 Those different reactions to globalization, the independent and the integrationist 
approaches, are valuable concepts that help us understand the different dynamics followed in 
the economic relations between countries, in this case, between Mexico and the players on both 
sides of the Taiwan Strait. In her analysis, Amsden mentioned that Taiwan and Mainland China 
reacted to globalization through an independent approach, while Mexico, following the 
prevailing trend in Latin America, responded with an integrationist approach.13 As we will see 
below, these differences in industrialization and economic development paths, and the state 
responses to the challenges imposed by globalization, have been influential in determining the 
type of investments and trade relations developed between the actors in our study.  
 
 Furthermore, the 2000s brought new developments for globalization. The relatively fast 
recovery from the 1997 financial crisis of the East Asian states observing an independent 
approach, and the rapid growth in some of the countries following an integrationist approach, 
due in part to high international commodity prices, moved scholars to talk about the increasing 
importance of emerging markets in the world.14  These views were strengthened after the 
outbreak of the economic crisis in the United States and Western Europe in 2008-9. Following 
the neoliberal recipe of tight fiscal discipline, many European firms found themselves in a 
                                                           
12 Amsdem, Alice H.: The Rise of the Rest, op. cit., pp. 278-283. 
13 Ibid. 
14 One of the examples of the increasing interest in emerging markets has been the story of BRICS, a group of 
nations composed by Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. Starting as a mere acronym suggested by 
Goldman Sachs chief economist Jim O’Neill, in 2001, it refers to the developing economies that would grow to 
eclipse the position played by Western developed nations, mainly because of their vast populations, territories, 
and/or natural resources. International investors soon continued pouring their money into those countries. Other 
acronyms encompassing other emerging markets have also been proposed, although with much lesser success. At 
the same time, the leaders of BRICS have seized the moment and have taken steps towards the formation of their 
own multilateral institutions, designed to put pressure on the West for the update and modernization of 
international organizations, giving them a larger voice in the decision-making process.  Ian Bremmer: “The Mixed 
Fortunes of the BRICS Countries, in 5 Facts,” Time, 1 September 2017, at http://time.com/4923837/brics-summit-
xiamen-mixed-fortunes/ 
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weaker position to continue their investments, both at home and abroad; and American 
corporations were also more cautious in their plans of expansion. This situation contrasted with 
those firms from Asia, particularly those from the countries that followed an independent 
approach to globalization, who soon became important investors across the world, filling part 
of the vacuum left by companies from developed nations.15 
 
 The slower economic growth in the West was combined with an increased sense of 
insecurity, particularly in countries where communities of immigrants with different cultures 
and resistant to integration started being more visible, hence making the concept of 
globalization to enter a new stage, with mounting calls for protectionism in those countries that 
once were the staunchest promoters of globalization. After the unexpected victories of the 
Brexit movement in the UK, and Donald Trump in the US, the voices against a sustained and 
indiscriminate economic liberalization have become louder, and the new administration in 
Washington has made states in Europe, East Asia and other parts of the developing world 
nervous about the future of the WTO and other institutions that are crucial for the maintenance 
of globalization. For those reasons, a reversal in a globalized world economy could also 
represent a big change for trade between both sides of the Taiwan Strait and Mexico, 
particularly after many Taiwanese enterprises have regarded the latter as an export platform in 
North America, as it will be observed in the following sections. 
  
3. Taiwan relationship enterprises and cross-Strait interactions 

During the 1990s, the Taiwan model was praised internationally not only for having achieved 
high economic growth rates, but also for improving the population’s income distribution and 
decreasing inequality, as opposed to other developing countries who experienced sustained 
economic growth periods, but also saw a rise in economic disparity.16 One of the explanations 
offered for this situation was the prevalence of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in 
different industries of Taiwan, which based their success in exporting their goods to the rest of 
the world. The developmental model followed by the state in Taiwan was one that combined a 
large part of the economy dominated by state-owned companies, with an even larger part 
composed by thousands of vibrant and flexible SMEs.17 One of the most accepted explanations 
for this situation is political in nature. 
 
 The existence of a rival regime on the other side of the Taiwan Strait, made the 
Kuomintang (Guomindang, or KMT) to exercise an important control over the country’s 
finances, and to promote the creation of a large public sector in the economy, with state-owned 
corporations controlling strategic industries, as a way to place loyalist mainlanders on the top, 
reinforcing its image as a legitimate representative of China. By controlling the banks, the 
government made sure that no individual firm, particularly those under the hands of ethnic 
Taiwanese, grew to the point of representing a threat to the state interests. Loans were used to 
encourage private companies, first to acquire foreign technology and other inputs not produced 
locally, during the ISI stage (1949-1958), and later to encourage them to export their products 
                                                           
15 According to a study by ECLAC, between 2003 and 2013, FDI outflows from developing countries went from 
7 % to 31% of the world total, with China being responsible for most of that growth. Miguel Pérez Ludeña, op.cit., 
p. 9. An extensive analysis of those trends can also be found in Sauvant, Karl P.  (ed.) (2008): The Rise of 
Transnational Corporations from Emerging Markets: Threat Or Opportunity? Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar 
Publishing. 
16 See. Kuo, Shirley W.Y., Ranis, Gustav and Fei, John C.H. (1981): The Taiwan Success Story: Rapid Growth 
with Improved Distribution in the Republic of China, Boulder, Westview Press; and Amsden, Alice H. and Chu 
Wan-Wen (2003): Beyond Late Development: Taiwan’s Upgrading Policy, Cambridge, The MIT Press. 
17 Minns John (2006): The Politics of Developmentalism: The Midas State of Mexico, South Korea and Taiwan, 
New York, Palgrave-Macmillan, pp. 199-210. 
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once the domestic market was becoming saturated, during the export-led growth stage (1960-
1979). The strict observance of the government credit policy led to the proliferation of small 
and medium-sized enterprises, mostly managed by ethnic Taiwanese as opposed to the public 
sector in the hands of Chinese mainlanders, and to the development of an informal financial 
network, also known as curb market.18  
 
 Having limited funds to grow and develop economies of scale, Taiwan’s industrial firms 
based their expansion in personal relationships, contrasting to the experience of Western 
countries, with an atomized competitive market composed by firms and impersonal relations. 
As different studies have shown, one of the effects of the Taiwan model of industrialization 
was that of the relationship enterprise (guanxi qiye), which tends to be likened to a pyramid. 
Instead of having developed large corporations under the control of single families through state 
support, as chaebols in South Korea or Keiretsu in Japan, Taiwan saw the rise of medium- to 
large-scale firms on the top, who could flexibly increase or decrease their capacity by 
subcontracting operations to small and medium firms in the base of the pyramid.19 Hundreds of 
thousands of small companies, employing fewer than ten people, and most of them with family 
or friend connections, became the basis for the success of Taiwan’s industrialization.20 
 
 Relationship enterprises were able to successfully produce and export manufacturing 
goods through a system based on subcontracting part of the process to smaller related 
companies. This phenomenon contributed to the effective development of supply chains, where 
small firms dedicate themselves to use simple technology to participate in a step of the 
production process, perhaps producing the most basic parts, while larger firms specialize in 
making more complicated parts or steps, which are later consumed by the larger firms, known 
as parent companies, having the capacity to produce complex products and managing their 
allocation in domestic and foreign markets. Cooperation between firms could be vertical or 
horizontal, and subcontracting could also be internal and external.21 In all the cases, Taiwan’s 
parent companies increased their competitiveness and attractiveness among foreign buyers, by 
offering fast flexibility and adaptability, as compared to other exporting countries.22  
 
 The impossibility for Taiwanese parent companies to absorb the smaller firms, and to 
become large conglomerates, made it very difficult for them to develop their own brands. Most 
of their success was based on receiving orders from foreign buyers, who ultimately sold the 
goods produced by local firms under their own trademarks, particularly American and Japanese 
brands. This was especially the case in textiles and apparel, but also in other light industries, 
such as toys and bicycles. However, through policies implemented by the developmental state 
in Taiwan, and particularly since the authorities placed an important emphasis on the 
development of technology-intensive industries after 1979, the Taiwanese relationship 
                                                           
18 Lin C.Y. (1973): Industrialization in Taiwan, 1946-1972: Trade and Import Substitution Policies for Developing 
Countries, New York, Praeger; Myers Ramon H.: “The Economic Development of the Republic of China on 
Taiwan, 1965-1981,” in Lau Lawrence J.  (ed.) (1990): Models of Development: A Comparative Study of Economic 
Growth in South Korean and Taiwan, San Francisco, ICS Press, pp. 17-63. 
19 Hshueh, Li-min, Hsu, Chen-kuo and Perkins Dwight H. (eds.) (2001): Industrialization and the State: The 
Changing Role of Taiwan Government in the Economy, 1945-1998, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, pp. 96-
102. 
20 Amsden, Alice H.  et al. (eds.) (1992): Taiwan’s Enterprises in Global Perspective, Armonk, M.E. Sharpe. 
21 Levy, Brian: “Transaction Costs, the Size of Firms and Industrial Policy: Lessons from a Comparative Case 
Study of the Footwear Industry in Korea and Taiwan,” Journal of Development Economics, Vol. 34 (1991), pp. 
151-178. 
22 Fields, Karl: “Is Small Beautiful? The Political Economy of Taiwan’s Small-Scale Industry,” in Kim, Eun Mee 
(ed.) (2008): The Four Asian Tigers: Economic Development and the Global Political Economy, Bingley, Emerald, 
pp. 159-182. 
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companies were able to upgrade their production, and eventually innovate technologically, 
becoming extremely competitive in the development of inputs, such as integrated circuits or 
semi-conductors. 23  Likewise, important Taiwanese brands in technology goods have been 
developed during the last couple of decades, such as Acer, Asus, and HTC, while contract-
manufacturing conglomerate, Foxconn, has become a leader in the production of computers and 
other mobile communication devices for world-class brands, including Apple, BlackBerry, 
Google, and Nintendo.24 
 
 On the other hand, when industrial wages in Taiwan raised rapidly and other developing 
countries in Asia were pursuing policies to increase their industrial capacity, relationship firms 
began to think on foreign expansion as a way to remain competitive, particularly during the 
mid-1980s. As it was expected, most of them felt lured by the chances of profit offered by the 
opening of the mainland Chinese market. During the following years, and despite the limitations 
imposed by the Nationalist government in the island, Taiwan became the second largest source 
of foreign direct investment in China, right after Hong Kong. And when we realize that many 
of the Taiwanese firms interested in investing in the mainland went through the former British 
colony, then we can see the big push for Chinese export-led growth offered by Taiwanese 
companies.25 
 
 Taking advantage of a common cultural and language heritage, and exploiting their 
historical family origins in the mainland, mostly in the southern part of Fujian, hundreds of 
Taiwanese firms started to invest in Mainland China, replicating the successful strategies they 
followed years before in the island. The creation of Special Economic Zones was aimed to 
attract that kind of investment, and in many parts of the country, the Chinese government was 
willing to offer Taiwanese investments a domestic treatment, encouraging more parent 
companies to move part of their subcontracting operations to the mainland.26 Foreign buyers 
who were also interested in exploiting the incentives offered by the authorities in the mainland, 
as well as having access to a large consumer market, urged their Taiwanese partners to start 
operations in the other side of the strait.27  
 
 The survival and continuous success of the Taiwan relationship enterprises was now 
considered to depend on expanding their operations in new locations, mostly but not exclusively 
in the Chinese mainland. The larger countries in Southeast Asia were also seen as attractive 
destinations to invest, although most of the firms continued to believe they were in an 
advantageous position when making business in China. The Taiwanese government was 
successful in its independent approach when responding to the challenges of globalization, 
encouraging the creation of thriving technology companies, and converting the island in one of 

                                                           
23 Yuan-li Wu (1985): Becoming an Industrialized Nation: ROC’s Development on Taiwan, New York, Praeger; 
Ying-yi Tu: “The Electronics and Information Technology Industries,” in Li-min Hshueh, Chen-kuo Hsu, and 
Dwight H. Perkins (eds.) (2001): Industrialization and the State: The Changing Role of Taiwan Government in 
the Economy, 1945-1998, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, pp. 267-292. 
24 Pun Ngai and Jenny Chan: “Global Capital, the State, and Chinese Workers: The Foxconn Experience,” Modern 
China, Vol. 38 (2012), pp. 383-410. 
25 Edward S. Steinfeld: “Cross-Straits Integration and Industrial Catch-Up: How Vulnerable is the Taiwan Miracle 
to an Ascendant Mainland?” in Suzanne Berger and Richard K. Lester (eds.) (2005): Global Taiwan: Building 
Competitive Strengths in a New International Economy, London, M.E. Sharpe, pp. 228-279. 
26 See Chia-Ho Ching and Tsu-Lung Chou: “The Cross-strait Effects: Differential Regional Industrial Clusters,” 
in Reginald Yin-Wang Kwok (ed.) (2011): The Second Great Transformation: Taiwanese Industrialization in the 
1980s-2000s, Taipei, Chengchi University Press, pp. 123-156. 
27 Steven A.Y. Lin: “Roles of Foreign Direct Investments in Taiwan’s Economic Growth,” in Peter C.Y. Chow 
(ed.) (2002): Taiwan in the Global Economy: From an Agrarian Economy to an Exporter of High-Tech Products, 
London, Praeger, pp. 79-94. 
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the largest producers of semiconductors and laptop computers in the world, among other 
technology-intensive goods. However, it could not impede that large sums of investments kept 
flowing to the rival regime on the mainland.28  
 
 Reality has forced the government in Taiwan to loosen its regulations concerning 
economic interactions with mainland China, initiating a process that culminated with the 
negotiation of the Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA) in 2010. However, 
this process has not been exempted from the turmoil in domestic politics. The most recent case 
was the government failure to ratify the Cross-Strait Service Trade Agreement (CSSTA) in 
2014, after it could not stop popular mobilizations against the accord led by students, known in 
the media as the Sunflower Movement, who opposed the treaty on the grounds of national 
survival. Presented as an instrument which, among other benefits, would facilitate the return of 
previous Taiwanese investments made on the mainland, the Ma Ying-jeou (Ma Yingjiu) 
government could not rally enough public support for this cause.29 The increasing sense of state 
paralysis and economic distress among many young Taiwanese had an impact on the triumph 
of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) candidate, Tsai Ing-wen (Cai Yingwen), in January 
2016. 
 
 The new situation of cross-Strait relations after the arrival of Tsai has been considered 
critical, especially if we consider that bilateral dialogue has been inexistent for more than one 
year already, after the new president has been unwilling to recognize the so-called “1992 
Consensus” as the guiding principle in the relations between Taiwan and Mainland China.30 
The effectiveness of the reinvigorated “Southbound Policy,” encouraging Taiwanese investors 
to look more to the countries in South and Southeast Asia, as a way to divert the current 
dependence on the mainland, has already been questioned by different experts and scholars 
within and outside the country. However, it is certain that Mainland China remains the major 
destination for the outflows of Taiwanese investments, and that it would take many years to 
dismantle the cross-Strait supply chains being developed for almost thirty years, when the first 
Taiwan relationship enterprises moved some of their operations to the mainland.31 Therefore, 
when we analyze the economic links of both sides of the Taiwan Strait with the rest of the world, 
it is important to keep in mind the Taiwanese relationship enterprises. This phenomenon is even 
more evident when analyzing the case of Mexico, as it will be seen in the following sections. 
 
4. Mexico’s development and the NAFTA factor  

The Mexican Revolution weakened the country’s 19th century dominant classes, giving way to 
a fairly autonomous state with the capacity to mobilize large segments of the population, mainly 
workers, peasants, and state bureaucrats. The post-revolutionary Estado desarrollista, under 
the rule of a hegemonic party, the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), developed relatively 
successful industrial policies, leading to a period of rapid economic growth for more than thirty 
years (1940-1970). Despite sharing a strong emphasis on the role of state-owned enterprises, 
and a state dominated by a single party, the ISI model followed by Mexico differed from that 
of Taiwan in the sense that the former could not implement a successful export-led growth 

                                                           
28 Yu-han Chu: “The Political Economy of Taiwan’s Mainland Policy,” Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 6, 
nº 5 (1997), pp. 229-257. 
29 Ming-sho Ho: “Occupy Congress in Taiwan: Political Opportunity, Threat, and the Sunflower Movement,” 
Journal of East Asian Studies, Vol. 15 (2015), pp. 69-97. 
30 Maeve Whelan-Wuest: “Former Taiwan president Ma on One China, the 1992 consensus, and Taiwan’s future” 
Order from Chaos, The Brookings Institution, (March 2017), at https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-
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31 Official data from the Ministry of Economic Affairs Investment Commission of the ROC, 2017. 
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strategy to compensate for the saturation of the domestic market, nor was in full control of 
banking and other financial institutions, hence encouraging public and private firms to look for 
investments and credits abroad. When the model began to show signs of exhaustion in the late 
1960s, the Mexican government deepened the intervention of the state in the economy, 
confronting itself with a capitalist class who was no longer as weak and docile as that from the 
1930s.32  
 
 The Mexican developmental state continued achieving high rates of growth for twelve 
more years, not without problems, since it had to face two major financial crises that increased 
the domestic and external pressures to liberalize the economy. The two administrations between 
1970-1982 relied heavily on foreign debt to make the economy grow, expanding the sector 
dominated by the state, and starting in 1977, postponed the liberalizing measures by gambling 
on the rapid development of an exporting oil industry, which would lead Mexico to 
“administrar la abundancia,” as it was once put by President José López Portillo. When 
international oil prices dropped and interest rates in the US increased in 1982, Mexico became 
the first country to default on its huge foreign debt, inaugurating in Latin America what was 
later known as ‘the lost decade.’33 
 
 International financial institutions, mainly the World Bank and the IMF, offered their 
help, but also imposed strict conditions on the Mexican government. The traumatic experience 
of furthering state intervention and confronting an increasingly vocal capitalist class led to the 
eventual prevalence of government officials with a neoliberal mindset, popularly known as 
technocrats. Holding Masters and Ph.D. degrees in finance and economic theory from 
prestigious American institutions, this new generation of bureaucrats deepened what Amsden 
identified as an integrationist approach. Since the Mexican state has historically been 
characterized for its low ratio of tax to GDP, the government was unable to control the banking 
system as other developmental states did, and welcomed foreign capital to invest in the country, 
although with important restrictions during the years of the Estado desarrollista. The lack of 
effective controls, due in part to a large land border with the largest capitalist economy in the 
world, made capital flight a common malady to the country, particularly during the 1976 and 
1982 crises, further weakening the position of the state when negotiating with its foreign 
creditors. 
 
 Therefore, a deeper integration with the world economy was seen by technocrats as the 
only solution to the many problems accumulated in the country for almost fifteen years. Despite 
being nationalized in 1982, a new government moved to deregulate the financial sector and to 
gradually re-privatize the banks. In 1986 Mexico entered the GATT, and hundreds of state and 
para-state companies were privatized during the administrations of Miguel de la Madrid (1982-
1988) and Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994). The limits to foreign ownership of enterprises 
was dropped in most of the industries, under the idea that transnational corporations would push 
domestic firms to modernize, enabling them to be more competitive by absorbing superior ways 
and more effective practices.34  
 

                                                           
32 See Raymond Vernon (1963): The Dilemma of Mexico's Development: The Role of the Private and Public 
Sectors, Cambridge, Harvard University Press. 
33 Gabriel Székely (1983): La Economía Política del Petróleo en México, 1976–82, Mexico City, El Colegio de 
México; Edward F. Buffie, “Mexico, 1958–86: From stabilizing development to the debt crisis,” in Sachs Jeffrey 
D.  (ed.) (1989): Developing Country Debt and the World Economy, Chicago, University of Chicago Press. 
34 Nora Lustig (1998): Mexico: The Remaking of an Economy, Washington, DC, Brookings Institution, pp. 143-
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As a way to ensure that new neoliberal policies could not be reversed by any successor, hence 
showing the Mexican government commitment to macroeconomic stability and a welcoming 
environment for FDI, the new generation of technocrats conceived the idea to negotiate a free 
trade agreement with its northern neighbor and largest consumer market in the world.35 An FTA 
with the United States would put Mexico in an advantageous position vis-à-vis other 
industrializing economies, offering zero-tariffs for its products and a strategic geographic 
location, with just a few hours away from the thriving markets of California and Texas. The 
North American Free Trade Agreement, which was also joined by Canada, was conceived to 
put Mexico in a better position to compete for the attraction of foreign investments, particularly 
against the capital-hungry former Socialist countries in Eastern Europe, the other recovering 
nations in Latin America, and the rising dynamic economies in Asia-Pacific.36  
 
 Negotiations ended in late 1992, and the agreement was implemented starting on 1 
January 1994, after being ratified by the national parliaments in the three countries. The first 
export processing zones in Mexico, known under the name of maquiladoras, were opened in 
1964; however, they began to proliferate after NAFTA came into force. Following this treaty, 
the Mexican government continued its integrationist strategy by negotiating further FTAs with 
other developed and developing regions in the world. Nowadays, according to official data from 
ProMéxico, Mexico has entered free trade agreements with 44 countries, representing 67% of 
the world GDP, and carrying 90% of its foreign trade under those treaties. For the government, 
the most important agreements after NAFTA were those signed with the European Union and 
Japan. The goal of those negotiations was to continue attracting investments from more 
developed and industrialized nations, as a way to ensure continuous flows of technology 
imports, which could make Mexican exports more competitive, particularly in the North 
American market. 
 
 Once the neoliberal reforms gained ground, the Mexican state was in no position to 
develop an independent approach to globalization, having few resources to dedicate to domestic 
R&D, the way developmental states in East Asia did in the past. Therefore, FTAs were seen as 
a better way to import technology from other countries, although few mechanisms were 
designed to encourage technology transfer to domestic producers.37 More than two decades 
after the NAFTA implementation, despite mixed results, when looking at the numbers of 
manufacturing exports in Latin America, we can see that Mexico was able to maintain its 
industry, representing around 60% of the total manufactures exported by the countries in the 
region. Similarly, Mexico is the only large Latin American country where manufacturing goods 
represent a majority of its total exports, with the official figure up to 70%, as contrasted to 33% 
in Brazil, and 31% in Argentina.38 Hence, NAFTA can be seen as an instrument that helped 
Mexico avoid the deindustrialization process taking place in other parts of the region. However, 
even when the process of deindustrialization was avoided, a process of industry 
denationalization occurred.39 It means that, in spite of the important industrial growth seen in 
the country during the last two decades, most of it was related to multinational firms who were 
mostly interested in using Mexico as an export platform to the United States, lured by its low 
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wages and proximity to the largest consumer market in the world, rather than contributing to 
the development of local technology, or to promote the strengthening of the domestic market. 
 
 The opening of the Mexican economy, and its transformation into an assembler of 
export goods, coincided with the process of Taiwanese relationship enterprises looking for 
foreign markets to expand their operations and remain competitive in the world economy. 
Nonetheless, for most of them, Mainland China continued to be their preferred location to invest. 
The first years of NAFTA, after a new financial crisis by the end of 1994, and a consecutive 
US-sponsored bailout, high growth rates were again experienced by the Mexican economy. 
However, the first decades of the 21st century presented the challenge of a slow economic 
growth, due in part to China’s accession to the WTO in 2001. Right after joining the trade 
organization, China became the second largest trading partner of the United States, sending 
Mexico to the third position. In fact, in the present decade, the Asian giant has also displaced 
Canada, becoming the US largest trading partner.40 
 
 The rise of China overshadowed expectations of Mexican policymakers, reinforcing the 
fears of domestic firms about a possible flood of Chinese manufactured goods into the local 
markets. Mexico was the last country to give its consent to China’s entry into the WTO, after 
months of bilateral negotiations resulting in multiple prerogatives for the Mexican side, for at 
least fifteen years, including Mexico’s opposition to grant market-economy status to its Chinese 
counterpart.41 On the other hand, the authorities’ neoliberal position opposing any attempt of 
state intervention or direction in the economy, through the implementation of any type of 
industrial policy, has led to a lack of creation of effective supply chains in many industries in 
the country. This situation is contrasting with that of Mainland China, where the opening of the 
economy was complemented with a government policy encouraging technology transfer and 
the successful development of domestic supply chains. Those phenomena help us understand 
the different approximations to trade and investments from Taiwan and Mainland China in 
Mexico.  
 
5. Taiwanese investments and trade relations with Mexico 

Since NAFTA entered into force, most of the FDI flowing to Mexico from Asia-Pacific has 
corresponded to Japanese firms. Japan has become the largest investor in Mexico from that 
region, followed behind by South Korea. The large conglomerates from these two countries, 
that managed to build world-renowned brands in different industries, particularly electronic 
machinery, devices and cars, among others, were interested in moving some of their assembling 
operations to Mexico, as a way to gain easier access to NAFTA markets, mainly the United 
States. The arrival of Japanese investment to the country was of particular importance, due to 
their ties with Taiwanese companies and the supply chains they developed since the 1960s and 
1970s. Many of the firms from Taiwan investing in Mexico were following Japanese and 
American partners, who encouraged them to open shops or factories in the country, ensuring an 
immediate response to the needs of the new maquiladoras they were installing close to the US 
border.42  
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The competitiveness that Taiwanese relationship enterprises had gained on specific industries 
during their country’s export-led growth, specifically in sectors such as textiles and apparel, 
and plastic manufactured goods, made possible to start investing in those same industries in 
Mexico. Similarly, after the 1985 Plaza Accord, which had the effect to appreciate the New 
Taiwan Dollar (NTD), as well as other East Asian currencies, primarily the Japanese Yen, and 
due to the constant pressures by American officials to rebalance trade and decrease its surplus 
in the bilateral trade, firms in those countries needed to find new locations to invest, in order to 
preserve a continuous access to the American market.43 By opening the US market to Mexican 
exports, NAFTA had the effect to attract those Taiwanese firms who were following the path 
traced by their major partners in Japan. 
 
 On the other hand, Taiwanese conglomerates who were transitioning from Original 
Equipment Manufacturers (OEM) to Original Design Manufacturers (ODM), also began to 
develop certain interest in investing in Mexico as a result of NAFTA. In 1995, Taiwanese 
computer designer and manufacturer, Acer, was one of the first large companies to open an 
assembly plant in Ciudad Juarez, in the state of Chihuahua, looking also to move some of the 
managing operations to neighboring El Paso, Texas. The decision was made following a 
successful business incursion in Mexico City, where they opened an office to sell their products 
in the country, finding a high level of acceptance and making Mexico its largest market in Latin 
America during those years. However, it was not a smooth initial experience for that firm, or 
other ODMs that followed suit. Cultural and social differences, particularly when dealing with 
labor issues, public safety, and local politics, presented serious challenges for many Taiwanese 
companies investing in Mexico.44 Those kinds of obstacles tended to reinforce their preference 
for investing in Mainland China, where they shared a common historical and cultural 
background, even making investors feel they possessed an advantage over competitors from 
other countries, including Korean and Japanese firms.45 
 
 Nonetheless, when analyzing the accumulated flows in Mexico between 1999-2016, 
investments from Taiwan highly surpass those from Mainland China, being that the case for 
most of those years (Table 1). Taiwanese investments tended to be concentrated in a few 
industries, with more than 90% of total investments going to the manufacturing sector, 5% to 
the commerce industry, and the rest going to the service industry, mainly those related to real 
estate and professional, scientific, and educational services (Table 2). This pattern reflects the 
need of large Taiwanese relationship enterprises to use Mexico as a platform to enter the North 
American markets, and to remain competitive in the world. In fact, when we look at the 
composition of the accumulated investments in the manufacturing sector, the subsectors that 
received more investments are those where the Taiwanese firms have been more competitive 
internationally, and where they have become world leaders. According to Mexican official 
figures, investments from Taiwan in the production of computers and communication 
equipment, represents 72% of the total accumulated investments, and 78% of the total 
investments in the manufacturing sector (Table 3). More than half of the total accumulated 
investment in the country went to the production of computers (63%), and were largely made 
by Taiwanese OEMs and ODMs, including Foxconn, and other important brands as Acer, Asus, 
and Gigabyte, followed by many other SMEs. Minor investments in this subsector also went to 
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the production of communication devices, primarily cellphones and tablets, and the production 
of parts and components used in the assembly of electronic devices (Table 4).  
 
 

Table 2. Composition of Accumulated FDI from Taiwan in Mexico, 1999-2016 
 (Million USD) 

Sector FDI 

Mining  0.7 

Construction -3.3 

Manufacturing 659.2 

Commerce 40.4 

Real Estate Services 6.7 

Professional, Scientific, Technical Services 7.2 

Booking Services 0.4 

Business-related Services -0.7 

TOTAL 710.8 
Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
 

Table 3. Accumulated FDI in Manufacturing from Taiwan in Mexico, 1999-2016  
(Million USD) 

Subsector Millions USD 

Food  0.3 

Textiles 38.3 

Apparel 62.5 

Leather (shoes) 1.0 

Chemical 1.2 

Plastics 13.1 

Metal products 0.3 

Machinery and equipment 0.8 

Computers and telecom equipment 513.3 

Power generation equipment 12.4 

Transportation equipment 0.2 

Furniture 0.3 

Others 14.4 

TOTAL 659.2 
Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
On the other hand, there is a large number of SMEs, counted in the hundreds, whose 
investments in Mexico are related to the retailing sector. Taking advantage of their vast 
experience in exporting their products and selling them across the world, Taiwanese 
businessmen have also invested in Mexico expecting to commercialize different goods in the 
domestic market, either importing them from Taiwan or Mainland China, or producing them 
locally. Since most of them are family-owned business, following the traditional composition 
of firms in the island, their capacity to invest in Mexico is not the same as those big 
conglomerates or parent companies within the structure of the Taiwanese relationship 
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enterprises. Therefore, a large sum of those investments, around US$ 32.2 million between 
1999-2016, has been directed to the commercialization of perfumes, jewelry, and cosmetics; 
and about US$4.4 million during the same period, was invested in the sale of sport equipment, 
toys and discs, among other manufactured goods.46 
 
 When observing the places of destination of Taiwanese investment in Mexico, the idea 
of Taiwanese relationship enterprises using the country as a platform for manufacturing goods 
is reinforced. Of the total accumulated investments from Taiwan in the analyzed period, the 
states of Chihuahua and Jalisco, together, concentrate 73%, with the former concentrating 
almost half the total. The state of Chihuahua, the one with the largest territory in the country, 
shares a large border with Texas and New Mexico, making it very attractive to those interested 
in exporting their goods to the United States. The state government has also been characterized 
for offering further incentives to foreign investment, besides those offered by the federal 
authorities. Ciudad Juarez has traditionally been an important place for the development of 
maquiladoras, and it has received huge investments from Taiwanese giants Acer and Foxconn, 
who opened factories there. The latter also set up two plants in the nearby district of San 
Jerónimo, across the border of New Mexico.47  
 
 

Table 4. FDI from Taiwan in Computers and Communication in Mexico, 1999-2016 
 (Million USD) 

Branch Millions USD 

Computers 451.1 

Communication devices 46.7 

Audio-video parts 0.1 

Electronic device parts 15.4 

TOTAL 513.3 
Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
On the other hand, investments in Jalisco, in Western Mexico, are explained for the strong 
manufacturing industry in the state, and the state government efforts to develop its capital city, 
Guadalajara, into a “Mexican Silicon Valley.” The opening of industrial parks, with many 
incentives for the use and creation of technology-intensive goods, has attracted companies from 
all over the world, including those from Taiwan. 48  Correspondingly, the other states 
concentrating the accumulated Taiwanese investments, with the exception of Sinaloa, are 
predominantly industrial states. Taiwanese business have been interested in going there, mainly 
because important maquiladoras of apparel and TV sets are located in the Northern border 
region (Baja California and Sonora); the more important automakers have plants in the 
industrial corridor known as the Bajío (Guanajuato and Aguascalientes); and other important 
domestic manufacturers have large factories in central Mexico (the metropolitan area 
encompassing Mexico City and the State of Mexico, where almost a third part of the national 

                                                           
46 Official data from the Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 
47 Martínez Prado Hérika: “Centra Foxconn sus operaciones en Jéronimo,” Norte Digital de Ciudad Juárez, 
(October 7, 2014), at http://nortedigital.mx/centra-foxconn-sus-operaciones-en-san-jeronimo/ 
48 Gallagher Kevin P. and Zarsky Lyuba (2007): The Enclave Economy: Foreign Investment and Sustainable 
Development in Mexico’s Silicon Valley, Cambridge, The MIT Press, pp. 139-157; Ortiz Barrera, Manuel A.  et 
al.: “Knowledge Management as a competitive tool for Contracted Electronic Manufacturers in Guadalajara, 
Mexico,” in Sánchez Gutiérrez, José (ed.) (2015): The Challenges of Competitiveness, Guadalajara, Universidad 
de Guadalajara, pp. 11-25. 
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population lives). This supports the view of investment flows from Taiwan going into the 
Mexican manufacturing industry, hence thinking about it as a platform to the larger North 
American integrated economy (Table 5). 
 
 

Table 5. Distribution of Accumulated FDI from Taiwan in Mexico, 1999-2016 
 (Million USD) 

State FDI 

Chihuahua 305.1 

Jalisco 215.2 

Mexico City 47.2 

Sonora 40.9 

Sinaloa 35.6 

Baja California 27.5 

Guanajuato 22.9 

State of Mexico  10.9 

Aguascalientes 1.2 

Others 4.3 

TOTAL 710.8 
Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
During 2016-2017, investments from Taiwan and other countries have been delayed, or simply 
stopped, because of the rhetoric of then-Republican candidate and now President of the US, 
Donald Trump. His constant threats to renegotiate or terminate NAFTA created concerns 
among international investors planning to continue or expand their operations in Mexico. 
Negotiations began in the second half of 2017, and despite the positive comments made by 
officials in the three countries about clarity in the points to be updated within the treaty, the 
unpredictability characterizing Trump makes investors to wait for the final outcome of 
negotiations, to be supposedly concluded in 2018, before continuing to invest in Mexico.49 This 
has also been very clear for the case of investment flows from Taiwan, which have slowed their 
pace since mid-2015.  
 
6. Chinese investments and trade relations with Mexico 

Investments in Mexico from Mainland China have shown a different pattern from those coming 
from Taiwan. Economic reforms implemented since the arrival of Deng Xiaoping to power 
have led the PRC to become the largest economy in the world, with almost four decades of 
sustained growth. Studying the industrialization experiences from the neighboring countries in 
East Asia, particularly Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, the government in the mainland also 
followed an independent response to the challenges of globalization, promoting the creation of 
diversified conglomerates, mainly under the influence of the state, though it also welcomed the 
arrival of FDI, ensuring the access to its huge market of more than a billion consumers. The 
incorporation of private entrepreneurs as a new pillar of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
at the late 1990s, under the leadership of Jiang Zemin, and the reforms to state-owned 
enterprises (SOEs), encouraging them to follow more profit-oriented mechanisms, moved 

                                                           
49 Notimex: “A finales de Agosto, renegociación del TLCAN, estima Guajardo,” Excélsior, 26 April 2017, at 
http://www.excelsior.com.mx/nacional/2017/04/26/1159858/ 
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Chinese companies to start investing abroad in large quantities.50 Overseas direct investments 
were seen as a powerful tool to increase economic gains, as well as to have better access to 
foreign markets, ensuring a continuous flow of commodities, mainly from emerging economies, 
and absorption of technology, mainly from developed nations.  
 
 By reinforcing the role of Mexico as an assembler of technology-intensive products and 
an export platform to the United States, NAFTA placed the country in a competitive position 
vis-à-vis China.51  Both countries share a significant similarity in the composition of their 
exports, making them competitors in the world markets, particularly in North America. 
Therefore, Mexico did not fit in the investment plans of Chinese large corporations in the same 
way other Latin American countries did. The PRC has become an important source of 
investments and credits in countries like Argentina, Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela, 
among others, mostly driven by its companies’ appetite for the latter’s natural resources. 
Similarly, the turn to the left by most of the national governments in South America, during the 
first decade of this century, made China an attractive alternative to the financial institutions 
from the West, who are typically reluctant to grant extensive loans to states opposing neoliberal 
views.52 For the case of Mexico, there is also an important percentage of mainland Chinese 
investments going to extractive industries, in an attempt to diversify its sources and increase its 
companies’ participation and influence in the world markets (Table 6). 
 

 
Table 6. Composition of Accumulated FDI from Mainland China in Mexico, 1999-2016 

(Million USD) 
Sector FDI 

Mining  104.3 

Power Generation 31.0 

Construction 20.6 

Manufacturing 134.4 

Commerce 94.4 

Transportation 0.5 

Financial Services 53.9 

Real Estate Services 5.9 

Professional, Scientific, Technical Serv. 32.2 

Booking Services 0.2 

Healthcare Services 0.1 

Tourism-Related Services 7.1 

TOTAL 484.8 
Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
The accomplishment in Chinese industrial policies to create national champions in a great 
variety of sectors, has made China’s investments in Mexico to be more diversified than those 

                                                           
50 See Rodríguez, María Teresa (2007): Agricultura, industria y desarrollo económico. El caso de China, Mexico 
City, Ministry of Foreign Relations. 
51 Gallagher Kevin P. and t Porzecanski Rober (2010): The Dragon in the Room: China and the Future of Latin 
American Industrialization, Stanford, Stanford University Press, pp. 70-75. 
52 Palacios, Luisa: “Latin America as China’s Energy Supplier,” in R. Roett, and G. Paz (eds.) (2008): China’s 
Expansion into the Western Hemisphere: Implications for Latin America and the United States, Washington, DC, 
Brookings Institution Press, pp. 170-192; and Pérez Ludeña, Miguel, op. cit. 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

125 
 

arriving from Taiwan, which are predominantly focused in the manufacturing sector. Between 
1999-2016, the total accumulated investment from Mainland China was equivalent to 68% of 
the total FDI from Taiwan, although it has been much more significant in sectors where 
Taiwanese investments have not typically flowed to. From the accumulated US$484.8 million 
of Chinese investments during the period of study, around 28% has gone to the manufacturing 
sector, 21.5% to the mining sector, 19.5% to commerce, 11% to financial services, and the rest 
to other sectors, including professional, scientific, and technical services, power generation and 
construction, among many others. Investments in the manufacturing sector have also been more 
diversified than those coming from Taiwan, also due to the success in the industrial 
diversification policies implemented by the authorities, both at the national and provincial 
levels, in the PRC. From the total accumulated investment in the sector, around 26% goes to 
the manufacturing of computers and communication equipment, 21% to transportation 
equipment, 20% to chemicals, 10% to apparel, and the rest to other minor subsectors (Table 7). 
 
 The successful process of industrial diversification in China is also reflected in the 
places of mainland FDI destination within Mexico. Different from Taiwanese investments, 
concentrated in predominantly industrial states, investments from the PRC tend to be more 
disperse across the Mexican territory. The capital, Mexico City, being the financial center and 
the seat of many transnational corporations investing in the country, with a more developed 
business infrastructure, has attracted 37% of the total accumulated investments. However, the 
rest of total investments is distributed following the same pattern between sectors, with 
industrial states as Jalisco and Nuevo León, receiving similar amounts as states living from 
extractive industries, such as Durango and Tabasco. Having the largest maritime port in the 
Pacific Ocean, where most of Chinese imports enter the country and natural resources are 
exported to Asia, the state of Colima has also received the second largest amount of investments 
from China, representing almost 12% of the total accumulated FDI from that country (Table 8). 
 
 

Table 7. Total FDI in Manufacturing from Mainland China in Mexico, 1999-2016 (Million 

USD) 

Subsector  FDI 

Apparel 13.1 

Chemical 26.3 

Plastic 7.3 

Mineral Non-metallic products 1.0 

Machinery and equipment 2.2 

Computers and Telecom equipment 35.3 

Power generation equipment and parts 2.0 

Transportation equipment 28.6 

Furniture 1.0 

Others 3.4 

TOTAL 134.4 
Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
Despite the dismantlement of most of Mexico’s Estado desarrollista policies and the 
abandonment of effective industrial policies, the Mexican government remained committed to 
support the automaker industry in the country. During the past few decades, Mexico has 
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consolidated its position as one of the ten largest producers of transportation vehicles in the 
world, particularly passenger cars, and it was the fourth largest exporter of cars in 2016, having 
the US as its major export destination. The government has put great efforts to attract 
investments from the largest automaker corporations in Europe and Japan, who have responded 
positively, building assembly plants in the country. Authorities have also tried to convince those 
companies to upgrade their operations in the country, as a way to ensure that more value-added 
activities are being developed in Mexican soil. Chinese companies, on the other hand, having 
shown an impressive performance in this sector during the last three decades through the 
formation of joint ventures with experienced multinational corporations, have also poured 
investments into the Mexican automaker industry, particularly in the manufacturing of auto-
parts (Table 9). The manufacturing of transportation vehicles is one of the few industries where 
the government has encouraged the successful creation of domestic supply chains, hence 
making it an attractive destination for investments from Mainland China.53 Similarly, new 
important investments were announced in 2017, with the opening of plants in Mexico by large 
Chinese automakers, such as JAC Motors, and other emerging brands.54 
 
 

Table 8. Destination of Chinese Accumulated FDI in Mexico, 1999-2016 (Million USD) 

State Millions USD 

Mexico City 178.4 

Colima 56.5 

Jalisco 38.1 

Nuevo León 36.8 

Durango 30.9 

Tabasco 29.7 

Others 114.4 

TOTAL 484.8 
Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
Likewise, a Mexican sector which has increasingly attracted investments from Mainland China 
is mining. However, this sector has been unable to receive the same amounts it has attracted in 
the large South American economies, particularly Peru.55 One of the variables that helps explain 
this contrast is precisely the implementation of NAFTA, as well as other FTAs signed by 
Mexico with other developed nations. The existence of those instruments encouraged large 
investments in mining and other extracting activities by big corporations from Canada, the 
United States, and Western Europe. There is also an ambivalent attitude towards Chinese 
investment, especially, but not limited to, by the Mexican private sector. Many reasons have 
been offered to elucidate this phenomenon, including a deep sense of threat and competition 
from China among Mexican producers, but more in-depth studies are needed to help us 
understand the real motivations behind an often-opposing posture towards the welcoming of 

                                                           
53  Carrillo Beatriz, et al.: “Beyond Asymmetry: Cooperation, Conflict and Globalisation in Mexico-China 
Relations,” The Pacific Review, Vol. 24, nº 4 (2012), pp. 421-438; Dussel-Peters Enrique: “The Auto Parts-
Automotive Chain in Mexico and China: Co-operation Potential”, The China Quarterly, Vol. 209 (2012), pp. 82-
110. 
54Automotrices chinas llegan con todo a México”, El Financiero, 28 April 2017, at 
http://www.elfinanciero.com.mx%2Fempresas%2Fautomotrices-chinas-llegan-con-todo-a-mexico.html 
55 Pérez Ludeña, op. cit., p. 8. 
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further Chinese investments.56 Particular cases from recent years, include the cancellation by 
the government, on alleged monetary constraints, of an important infrastructure project, 
previously awarded to a multinational Chinese-led consortium, to construct a high-speed 
railway between Mexico City and Queretaro; as well as the authority’s cancellation of a project 
involving a large sum of investments from different Chinese companies to build a shopping 
mall close to Cancun, under the brand Dragon Mart.57  
 
 
Table 9. Accumulated FDI from China in Mexico’s Transportation Sector, 1999-2016 

(Million USD) 

Branch Millions USD 

Cars & trucks 8.5 

Auto-parts 19.4 

Others 0.7 

TOTAL 28.6 
Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
The government usually offered explanations related to domestic issues for the reversal of its 
decisions, such as environmental concerns for the case of the mall; however, it let many analysts 
thinking about other real motivations behind those moves, which really caused irritation among 
Chinese authorities and private entrepreneurs. Nonetheless, different from what happened with 
Taiwanese investments during the last couple of years, investments from the mainland have 
continued to increase, despite the uncertainty caused by the arrival of a more protectionist-
oriented administration in the White House. Once again, due to its successful industrial 
diversification, many Chinese corporations are interested in increasing their presence in Mexico, 
going beyond the mere reasoning of using the country as an export-platform to the US, but also 
as an important source of commodities and other industrial parts. A difficult outcome of the 
ongoing renegotiation of NAFTA, which could potentially harm the exporting sectors and the 
domestic economy in general, could also motivate the Mexican government to encourage more 
investments from China, attempting to end its aforementioned ambivalent attitude. A more 
active Chinese government in the international arena, as it has been witnessed in recent months, 
could also mean larger investments for Mexico. However, a more powerful PRC could also 
have unexpected impacts over Taiwanese investments and trade with Mexico in the coming 
years, as discussed in the next section. 
 
7. Cross-strait developments and their impact on investments and trade with Mexico 

As it was mentioned above, the opening of the Chinese economy was a big motivation for 
Taiwanese relationship enterprises to invest there. Despite the restrictions imposed by the 
Nationalist regime to invest in the mainland, many businessmen still took their money to China, 
either directly or through third parties, mainly Hong Kong and some tax-havens in Caribbean 
islands, opening factories and building plants there.58  Taiwanese companies could remain 
competitive in the world markets, extending the process of development of regional supply 
chains, initially encouraged by influential Japanese corporations. Japan got to keep most of the 
                                                           
56 Rosas María Cristina: “Encuentros y desencuentros: las relaciones entre México y la República Popular China,” 
Revista Nueva Sociedad, Vol. 228 (2010), pp. 116-136. 
57 Downie, Edmund: “The Dragon Mart Fiasco Still Haunts China-Mexico Relations,” The Diplomat , 24 January 
2017, at http://thediplomat.com/2017/01/the-dragon-mart-fiasco-still-haunts-china-mexico-relations/ 
58 Steinfeld, Edward, op. cit., 228-279. 
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technology-intensive process, while outsourcing other activities first to Taiwan, and eventually 
to Mainland China.59 Taiwanese companies that specialized in the production of intermediate 
goods and other components also took advantage to move some of their operations, particularly 
the labor-intensive ones, to the other side of the Taiwan Strait. 
 
 Their Chinese counterparts would eventually develop their own operations, deepening 
the value of the regional supply chains, and attracting even further investments from 
multinational corporations in other parts of the world, particularly North America and Western 
Europe. An elaborate industrial policy allowed the Chinese government to continue the 
economic expansion of the country, making it not only the factory of the world, but one of its 
growth engines.60 Therefore, when investments from East Asian countries arrived to Mexico, 
looking to expand operations there motivated by NAFTA, they found it hard to adapt 
themselves to the existing industrial capacity of the country. Supply chains in Mexico were 
underdeveloped, when compared to those already in place in the Asia-Pacific region. 61 
Regardless of the rules of origin contained in the FTA with the US and Canada, designed to 
increase the production of parts and intermediate goods in the region, the Mexican government 
was no longer in a strong position to encourage the deepening of national industries. For Asian 
companies investing in Mexico, including the Taiwan relationship enterprises, it was easier to 
import certain parts and components to the country, which would later be assembled and re-
exported as final goods to the United States, rather than finding trustable partners close to their 
plants.62  
 
 Except for those investors in the automaker industry, other companies still express their 
disappointment for the lack of effective supply chains in Mexico, and their need for importing 
large amounts of parts from Asia, particularly China. In this regard, Taiwanese relationship 
companies have been key actors in the deepening of trade imbalances between Taiwan and 
Mexico, and between Mainland China and the latter. When we look at the figures of Mexico’s 
bilateral trade with selected countries, particularly its largest trading partners, we can see that 
the largest bilateral deficit Mexico holds is the one with China. Once again, different from other 
large economies in Latin America, who have a more balanced commerce with the PRC, or even 
present a surplus, Mexico has been characterized for its large deficit with China. Likewise, 
when looking at the amount of imports as a percentage of total exports, the figure offered by 
the Mexico’s bilateral trade with Taiwan present this relationship as the most unfavorable for 
the Mexican side (Table 10). 
 
 Taiwanese firms have been an important contributor to the development of effective 
regional supply chains in East Asia and are among the main responsible for the imbalanced 
trade between Mexico and the countries in that region. Large corporations like Foxconn in the 
manufacturing of computer and communication equipment subsector, which operates different 
factories and assembly plants in Mexico, and its subsidiaries, dedicated to specific operations 
in the production process, as well as other relationship enterprises, like Po Chen, in the clothing 
and apparel subsector, are importers of parts and components from China and other Asian 
countries, including Taiwan. Dozens of SMEs from Taiwan and Mainland China are also 
among those foreign and domestic firms in Mexico importing manufactured goods from China 
                                                           
59 Teruzo Muraoka: “Colonization and NIE’slization of Taiwan’s Economy Blending with Japan’s Globalization: 
A Global Perspective,” in Chow Peter C.Y. (ed.) (2002): Taiwan in the Global Economy: From an Agrarian 
Economy to an Exporter of High-Tech Products, Westport, Praeger, pp. 223-240. 
60 Gereffi Gary: “Commodity Chains and Regional Divisions of Labor in East Asia,” in Eun Mee Kim (ed.), The 
Four Asian Tigers, op. cit., pp. 94-124. 
61 Ancelovici, Marcos and McCaffrey, Sarah Jane, op. cit., pp. 166-193. 
62 Tawei Lee, David, op. cit. 
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to be retailed in stores, supermarkets and malls across the country. The integrationist approach 
followed by the Mexican government, has also made more difficult for domestic supply chains 
to flourish and compete with those from East Asia, including those resulting from cross-strait 
economic integration. As a result, Mexican officials have suggested that one of the emphasis in 
the renegotiations of NAFTA will be to find a way to develop competitive supply chains in 
North America, which could decrease the dependence on parts from Asia, and could promote 
more value-added activities in the agreement’s three-member countries.63 
 
  Table 10. Mexico’s Foreign Trade - Selected Countries, 2014 (Million USD) 

Country Total Volume Exports (x) Imports (m) Balance m as % of x 
United States 523,688.9 318,365.6 205,323.3 113,042.3 64.5% 
Mainland 
China 

72,220.1 5,964.1 66,256.0 -60,291.9 1,110.9% 

Japan 20,153.1 2,608.5 17,544.6 -14,936.1 672.6% 
NICs 25,618.4 3,978.3 21,640.1 -17,661.8 543.9% 
-Hong Kong 1,318.5 1,028.8 290.3 738.5 28.2% 
-Singapore 1,729.0 529.1 1,199.9 -670.8 228.1% 
-South Korea 15,810.2 2,028.3 13,781.9 -11,753.6 679.5% 
-Taiwan 6,760.1 392.1 6,368.0 -5,975.9 1,624.1% 
WORLD 797,105.9 397,128.7 399,977.2 -2,848.5 100.7% 

Source: Mexican Ministry of Economy, 2017. 

 
On the Mainland Chinese side, an increasing number of large corporations are now interested 
in expanding their operations in Mexico. The different economic reforms promoted by the 
administration of President Enrique Peña Nieto, particularly the one related to the energy sector, 
have catch the eye of large Chinese SOEs, semi-state corporations, and private companies.64 
Likewise, some of them are eager to prove their gained experience developing infrastructure in 
other developing countries, having the ability to offer lower prices and similar quality as the 
large private conglomerates from Japan, Germany, Spain, or the United States. This type of 
projects also serves the purpose to advance Chinese interests in the region. Knowing about the 
political influence Mexico can exert over its southern neighbors, the country has been identified 
as a strategic partner by the PRC, since a large group of the 20 countries currently recognizing 
the Republic of China in Taiwan (ROC) as the legitimate government of China are located in 
Central America and the Caribbean Sea.  
 
 In this sense, looking at political developments, the lack of diplomatic ties between both 
countries also tend to raise the level of uncertainty for investors coming from Taiwan. Mexico 
had established formal diplomatic relations with the Republic of China since the late 1920s, 
and throughout the Cold War it followed the pattern of many allied countries to recognize the 
ROC as the legitimate government of China, up until 1972, when it switched recognition to the 
Communist government in the mainland, hence observing the One China policy. Despite 
recognizing the ROC regime during those years, Mexico never opened an embassy or 
diplomatic legation in Taipei, making it a concurrent position of the Mexican Embassy in Tokyo. 
The Nationalist government in the island had an embassy in Mexico City, but faced many 
difficulties when attempting to warm bilateral ties, partly because of the sympathies the Chinese 
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Communists received from influential and strategic sectors in Mexican politics and society, 
including former President Lázaro Cárdenas, and labor leader, Vicente Lombardo Toledano.65 
However, after the end of the Cold War and the triumph of neoliberal views among Mexican 
policymakers, the new strategy to attract FDI moved the government to look at Taiwan and its 
spectacular economic growth under different eyes. Following the example set by Japan in 1972, 
and the US in 1979, the Mexican government established an unofficial institution to manage its 
trade, cultural, and social exchanges with the island, which served as a type of consulate, except 
in its title, under the name of Mexican Trade Services Documentation and Cultural Office, in 
1991. This institution has a special section, managed by staff from ProMéxico, dedicated 
exclusively to look for potential Taiwanese investors in Mexico, offering their services to those 
interested in installing factories or offices in the country, and to assist Mexican entrepreneurs 
who wish to export their goods to the island. On the other hand, authorities in Taiwan 
reciprocated the move, opening the Taiwan Economic and Cultural Representative Office in 
Mexico City, with similar purposes, in 1993.66  The Taipei Office in Mexico has a more 
numerous staff, including a section managed by personnel from the Taiwan External Trade 
Development Council (TAITRA), which serves as a counterpart to ProMéxico.  
 
 The functioning of representative offices in both countries has contributed to the 
expansion in bilateral exchanges, including those of trade and investments. The difficult 
position of Taiwan in the international system has also moved its government to look for 
flexible and pragmatic ways to address the needs of Taiwanese companies in their goal to 
expand their markets and remain competitive.67 Since the mid-1970s, when more countries 
started to de-recognize the Nationalist rule in the island, the authorities in Taiwan feared the 
imposition of unilateral barriers to their exports, hence encouraged the formation of 
businessmen associations to represent the country in negotiations with foreign governments, 
such as the cases of some textile quota agreements with the European Community. Negotiating 
as a private entity, the Taiwanese missions composed mainly by businessmen could make their 
counterparts feeling less exposed, amid possible complaints or pressures from representatives 
of the Chinese mainland. This formula also allowed business representatives to better 
communicate with government officials back home, developing a sense of mutual need and 
reinforcement.68  
 
 For the case of Mexico, Taiwanese investors have also formed associations there, 
particularly in the capital city, as well as in Tijuana and Ciudad Juarez. These alliances or 
chambers also serve as mechanisms to share their business and live experiences in Mexico, and 
answer some of the questions of those who are interested in investing or are newly arrived to 
the country. However, the emergence of China as a world power, and therefore an increase in 
its global influence and power instruments to put more pressure on the Taiwan government, 
have also had an impact on Taiwanese investors around the world, including those in Mexico. 
As mentioned before, the new scenario of sour cross strait relations after the triumph of Tsai 
Ing-wen, has also impacted on the views of Taiwanese citizens doing business abroad.  
The boldness and effectiveness of Mainland Chinese authorities to defend and advance their 
business interests around the world, have moved Taiwanese investors to adopt a more pragmatic 
approach when facing problems overseas, including in Mexico. In a recent tragic incident taking 
place in the city of Leon, where a Taiwanese businessman was kidnapped and murdered, the 
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family of the deceased immediately asked for help to the Chinese embassy in Mexico City. 
Despite the businessman was born in Taiwan and held a passport issued by the ROC authorities, 
the decision of the family was practical in nature, hoping the staff in the PRC Embassy could 
assist them and put some pressure on the local police and justice officials to clarify the murder 
and find the responsible parties in a more effective way. The rapid response from the Chinese 
diplomats, whose attitude was supportive according to media reports, contributed to an ongoing 
debate in Taiwan about the effectiveness of its own government when representing their 
interests abroad. 69  In a country like Mexico, characterized by continuous problems in 
guaranteeing the safety of its population in certain parts of the territory, it is possible that this 
kind of reactions are continued to be seen among Taiwanese investors in the foreseeable future. 
 
8. Concluding remarks 

Taiwanese relationship enterprises have had a strategic role in the bilateral trade and investment 
links between Mexico and both sides of the Taiwan Strait. In their aim to remain competitive 
globally and have a better access to markets in North America, those firms have contributed to 
the development of East Asian regional supply chains, mainly based in Mainland China, but 
have also used Mexico as a platform to assembly final goods and export them to the United 
States. The independent response to globalization observed by Taiwan has contrasted with the 
integrationist approach followed by Mexico; hence, making the companies of the island 
interested in moving some of their operations to the latter, also following larger investments 
from Japanese conglomerates, as well as encouraged by other large American corporations, 
who are also appealed by the chances to increase their profits by taking some of their production 
stages to Mexico, using the country’s semi-skilled low-wage labor. The existence of 
competitive supply chains in China, and the lack of many of them in Mexico, also motivated 
some of those companies to import large amounts of parts, intermediate inputs, and technology 
from China and Taiwan, hence causing large trade imbalances between those nations. 
 
 The interest in Mexican manufacturing industries has made total investments from 
Taiwan, particularly those in the subsectors related to the production of computers and 
communication equipment, to be much larger than those arriving from the Chinese mainland. 
On the other hand, the successful industrialization process, still taking place in China, 
characterized by a diversification of industries, both in the hands of large state-owned, semi-
state, and private corporations, have caused Chinese investments in Mexico to be more 
diversified than those flowing from Taiwan. There is an increasing interest in primary activities, 
mainly mining and other extracting subsectors, especially oil, following the Mexican energy 
reform of 2013, raising the concerns for a “Latin-Americanization” of Mexican exports to China. 
The arrival of further investments from that country need to address a constantly ambivalent 
attitude from the Mexican public opinion and private sector, as well as more competition from 
other countries, not only in North America, but also Japan and the EU, a situation that Chinese 
corporations have not necessarily faced in other countries of the region, particularly in South 
America. 
 
 Also contrasting with most of its southern neighbors, Mexico has a really pronounced 
deficit in its bilateral trade with Taiwan and Mainland China. However, those imbalances are 
compensated with the surplus in its bilateral trade with the United States (Table 10). 
Nonetheless, Mexican trade surplus with the US has been a recent matter of concern in the US, 
particularly since the election race last year, moving Donald Trump to promise a renegotiation 
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of NAFTA, and threatening to impose tariffs on goods produced in Mexico by American 
corporations, and in cars assembled in the country with the purpose of being exported to the 
US. The new talks, according to officials on the three countries involved, are expected to 
modernize the agreement, particularly in those areas where the situation has changed during the 
past two decades, such as renewable energies, further labor and environmental standards, and 
e-commerce. Rules of origin are also a factor of concern and therefore they will attempt to 
effectively encourage the development of North American regional supply chains, as a way to 
stop the region’s dependence on parts and components from Asia.  
 
 If that is the case, a new version of NAFTA would encourage further investments from 
Japan, Taiwan, and other industrialized countries in East Asia, drawn by the need to replicate 
the success they had in creating competitive supply chains based in China, followed by an 
increase in Transpacific commercial flows, effectively rebalancing trade between both regions. 
Nonetheless, a unilateral withdrawal from the agreement by a protectionist White House, would 
cause unnecessary harm to the Mexican economy, creating a climate of uncertainty among 
investors, and pushing Taiwanese firms, particularly OEMs and giants like Foxconn, to 
decrease their presence in Mexico. The rounds of talks during the second half of 2017 proved 
harder than expected for the Mexican and Canadian sides, who faced proposals by the US 
government deemed unacceptable, including a clause making the three countries to evaluate 
and decide on the continuation of the agreement every five years, as well as other clause 
increasing the regional content rules in the auto-making industry. The more negative 
perspectives have led the Mexican authorities to look for ways to diversify its foreign trade, 
while more optimistic analysts have forecasted a not so dramatic economic immediate future in 
case negotiations collapse and the US decides to abandon the agreement, or in case a more left-
leaned candidate becomes elected in the 2018 presidential elections.70 
 
 In any case, a post-NAFTA scenario should move Mexican decision makers to rethink 
the use of industrial policies, aimed at the development of supply chains for the existing 
manufacturing infrastructure in the country, and investing more heavily in technology-intensive 
industries and in R&D, learning from the example of independent strategies pursued by 
countries in Asia. Other policies designed to strengthen the domestic market, such as tackling 
informality, boosting productivity, and recovering the purchasing power of minimum wages in 
the country, could also have the effect of attracting further investments from Taiwan and 
Mainland China. In the meantime, new developments in cross-strait relations, under a current 
DPP administration in the island, and an increasing global presence and influence of the 
government in the mainland, will continue to affect the evolution of Taiwanese investments 
abroad, including those made in Mexico, and will determine the future competitiveness of 
Taiwanese relationship enterprises and large Chinese private corporations around the world. 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
70  Notimex: “Pese a TLCAN y elecciones, perspectiva de México en 2018 es estable: Standard & Poor’s,” 
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                                                                      Abstract 
The global terrorism threat has become decentralised, unpredictable, hard-to-detect and resilient with 
regenerative capacities. The global jihadist movements, principally the so-called Islamic State (IS) and 
Al-Qaeda, have glocalised to exploit indigenous grievances, recruit aspiring jihadists and fight for local 
and global causes. Overall, both IS and Al-Qaeda have become underground terror networks. In 2018, 
three trends are likely to define the global terrorism landscape: IS is transforming itself from a 
‘caliphate’-building entity to a global terrorist movement; IS is decentralising, shifting its centre of 
gravity from Iraq and Syria to its multiple wilayat and divisions in different countries; Al-Qaeda 
affiliates in Syria will capitalise on the vacuum left by IS and exploit the fragile and unstable situation 
in post-IS Syria. In order to prevent IS’ re-emergence and losing the hard-fought victory, it is imperative 
that the international community address the underlying conditions that facilitated the rise of IS, Al-
Qaeda and other militant groups in Iraq and Syria, the issues that give sustenance to other terrorist and 
militant groups, and support governments that lack capabilities to fight terrorism. 

Keywords: Islamic State, Al-Qaeda, Iraq, Syria, global terrorism 

 Título en Castellano:  El Panorama de la amenaza global en 2018 
 

      Resumen 
La amenaza terrorista mundial se ha vuelto descentralizada, impredecible, difícil de detectar, resistente 
y con capacidades regenerativas. Los movimientos yihadistas globales, principalmente el llamado 
estado islámico (IS) y al-Qaeda, se han glocalizado, explotan los agravios internos, reclutar a los 
jihadistas y luchan por causas locales y mundiales. En general, IS y al-Qaeda se han convertido en 
redes subterráneas de terror. En 2018, es probable que tres tendencias definan el panorama mundial 
del terrorismo: IS se está transformando de una ' entidad en construcción de un `califato´ a un 
movimiento terrorista global; Is se está descentralización, desplazando su centro de gravedad desde 
Irak y Siria hacia múltiples wilayas y divisione territorialess en diferentes países; Las filiales de al-
Qaeda en Siria capitalizarán el vacío dejado por IS y explotarán la frágil e inestable situación en la 
Siria post-IS. Con el fin de prevenir su resurgimiento y la pérdida de una victoria duramente 
conseguida, es imperativo que la comunidad internacional aborde las condiciones subyacentes que 
facilitaron el ascenso de IS, al-Qaeda y otros grupos militantes en Irak y Siria, las cuestiones que dan 
sustento a otros grupos terroristas y militantes, así como apoyar a los gobiernos que carecen de 
capacidades para luchar contra el terrorismo. 
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1. Introducción 

The global terrorism threat has become decentralised, unpredictable, hard-to-detect and 
resilient with regenerative capacities. The global jihadist movements, principally the so-called 
Islamic State (IS) and Al-Qaeda, have glocalised to exploit indigenous grievances, recruit 
aspiring jihadists and fight for local and global causes. Overall, both IS and Al-Qaeda have 
become underground terror networks which will allow them to sustain themselves for longer 
and perpetrate more violent attacks. With a radical Islamist jihadist ideology, multiple wilayat 
(provinces), sleeper cells, lone-wolves, online radicalisation and skilful exploitation of modern 
technologies, the terrorism threat remains challenging despite the successful expulsion of IS 
from its heartlands in Iraq and Syria in 2017. 

 Moving forward, in 2018, the terrorist threat will be characterised by attacks mounted 
by politico-religious, ethnic-political and left/right wing groups. The major risk to the West, the 
Middle East, Africa and Asia will come from Islamist extremist groups with radicalised 
segments of migrant and diaspora communities perpetrating attacks in North America, Europe 
and Australia. Notwithstanding the operational and military setbacks IS and Al-Qaeda have 
suffered over the years, their affiliates in the global south will continue to mount attacks against 
military, diplomatic, political and economic targets. Despite security measures, threat groups 
will seek to hit aviation, maritime and land transportation targets.  In addition, self-radicalised 
and directed attacks will focus on populated locations for large-scale impact, with suicide 
attacks as the preferred tactic. The favoured modus operandi of IS-inspired and directed 
jihadists in the West will be low-end terrorism relying on vehicle-ramming and stabbing as 
witnessed throughout 2017.  

 Broadly, the world has witnessed the rise of three generations of global terrorist 
movements. ‘Global Jihad 1.0’ emerged after Al-Qaeda attacked the US in September 2001 and 
captured the imagination of multiple militant groups in Asia, Africa, Middle East and the 
Caucasus. The second generation, ‘Global Jihad 2.0’, emerged after al-Baghdadi declared a 
‘caliphate’ and announced the formation of the ‘Islamic State’ (IS) on 29 June 2014. The third 
generation, ‘Global Jihad 3.0’, represents the global expansion of IS outside Iraq and Syria. IS 
now relies on its wilayat as operational bases in the Middle East, Africa, Caucasus and Asia. IS 
and its affiliates control territorial space in varying degrees in countries with active conflict 
zones, and maintain a presence in cyber space. The group’s strength also lies in affiliated and 
linked groups, networks, cells and dedicated jihadists who are willing to fight and die for IS.  

2. The Shifting Terrorism Threat in 2018 

In 2018, three trends are likely to define the global terrorism landscape. First, IS is transforming 
itself from a ‘caliphate’-building entity to a global terrorist movement. In order to compensate 
for battlefield and territorial losses, IS is reinventing itself and seeking to expand globally in 
both the cyber and physical space. Despite defeats in Iraq and Syria, IS has been successful in 
directing or inspiring attacks in different countries throughout 2017 as seen in the Quetta, 
Pakistan church attack in December that killed nine people, and the truck attack in New York 
City in October that killed 8.  

 Second, IS is decentralising, shifting its centre of gravity from Iraq and Syria to its 
multiple wilayat and divisions in different countries. They include Libya (Barqa, Fezzan and 
Tripoli), Egypt (Sinai), Yemen, Algeria (Al-Jazair), Nigeria (Gharb Iriqiyyah), 
Afghanistan/Pakistan (Khorasan), Russian Caucasus (Qawqaz) and the East Asia Division 
(mainly Philippines).  IS’ foreign terrorist fighters (FTF) in these wilayat will use the hubs as 
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bases to conduct attacks. In some of these wilayat, especially in Syria and the Af-Pak region, 
IS will face stiff competition from Al-Qaeda and its affiliated groups. 

 Third, Al-Qaeda affiliates in Syria will capitalise on the vacuum left by IS and exploit 
the fragile and unstable situation in post-IS Syria. Al-Qaeda in Syria (AQS) known as Jabhat 
Fateh Al-Sham (JFS) has created a coalition - Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) - and an ‘army’ 
referred to as Jaish al-Sham. HTS is headed by the former AQS commander Abu Mohammed 
Al-Julani and has at least 20,000 fighters.  The coalition forces are likely to focus on HTS, 
leading it to splinter into constituents including Jabhat Fateh Al-Sham (formerly Jabhat al-
Nusra), the Ansar Al-Din Front, Jaysh Al-Sunna, Liwa Al-Haqq, and the Nour Al-Din Al-Zenki 
Movement. In light of IS’ fall in Syria, HTS and its constituents will present a similar threat 
within the country.  

3. Evolving Global Terrorist Threat Beyond the Middle East  

IS footprint has shrunk in Iraq and Syria but it has grown outside the two countries. Although 
IS is primarily an Iraqi movement, it has been expanding to other parts of the Muslim world. IS 
first spread to Syria in 2011, and after its declaration of the ‘caliphate’ in June 2014, it expanded 
to nearby countries like Libya, Sinai, Yemen as well as other politically weak and unstable 
areas in northern Nigeria, Qawqas and Khorasan, designating them as wilayat.   In order to 
assert its presence in Muslim majority and minority countries, IS is exploiting encrypted 
communication platforms and harnessing its returnee fighters to make inroads into Muslim 
communities to further recruitment, develop bases of operation and search for alternative 
battlegrounds. In 2018, it is likely that Afghanistan, Yemen and certain African countries could 
emerge as territorial strongholds for IS fighters and members.  

 The dominant actors in Afghanistan and Yemen include the Al-Qaeda centric groups - 
the Taliban and the Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) respectively. Reports have 
mentioned that close to 35,000 Afghan Taliban, with 700 IS fighters down from 3,000 that are 
based mostly in eastern and north-eastern Afghanistan.  Additional reports have revealed that 
close to 200 French and Algerian IS fighters from Syria had joined IS Khorasan (ISK) in 
Afghanistan and were conducting trainings in the Jowzjan province.  The Salafi belt of 
Afghanistan that stretches from Kunar, Nuristan and Nangahar is being exploited as a ground 
for recruitment and operations by IS.  Similarly, the ongoing conflict in Yemen has created 
sufficient recruits for AQAP and IS, reaching almost 4,000 fighters for the former and estimated 
few hundred fighters for IS.  Despite the small numbers on the ground, IS is growing both in 
the physical and cyber space in Afghanistan-Pakistan and the Yemen-Saudi theatres.  

 As IS relocates to its existing wilayat and searches for new theatres in 2018, it will 
deepen its presence in African countries. IS is moving from Maghreb into Sahel, especially its 
networks in Libya, Tunisia, Morocco and Algeria that are operating in the region. In addition, 
quite a few IS fighters have also relocated to West Africa and East Africa.  In Nigeria, IS created 
its West Africa affiliate and transformed Boko Haram into a transnational movement. IS West 
Africa has managed to build a presence in Niger, Chad, Mali, Cameroon, Burkina Faso and 
Mauritania. Similarly, IS is seeding a presence in Somalia, Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda with 
a new IS centric threat landscape emerging in Africa. IS has also extended its presence in 
Somalia where the US conducted multiple drone strikes in 2017, targeting the group’s members 
in the Puntland region.  Even though estimates suggest that there are only a few dozen IS 
members in Somalia, it could increase if IS fighters from Iraq and Syria make inroads. 

 Comparatively, in Southeast Asia, IS suffered its most significant loss in Marawi (the 
Philippines) where it mounted a take-over of the city in May 2017. IS suffered a loss of over 
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950 local and foreign fighters, including the designated IS East Asia leader Isnilon Hapilon and 
several top leaders. IS Philippines is now headed by Ismael Abdulmalik alias Abu Toraype, a 
leader of a faction of the Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters (BIFF).   

 In a further setback, the directing figure of terror attacks in Indonesia, Bahrun Naim, 
was killed in Syria. The Indonesian IS ideologue Aman Abdur Rahman is in prison and held in 
isolation. He nevertheless has been able to provide leadership to his followers and aspiring IS 
members. His writings continue to resonate among the ‘jihadist’ subculture in Southeast Asia 
as he wrote and translated works such as Ya, Mereka Memang Thagut (Yes, They are Indeed 
Tyrants) and Merenung Sejenak Terhadap Hasil-Hasil Jihad: Antara Kebodohan Akan Syari’at 
Dan Kebodohan Akan Realita (Reflecting on the Results of Jihad: Between Ignorance of the 
Sharia and Reality). The latter is a translation of a book in Arabic written by Abu Muhammed 
Al-Maqdisi, the mentor of Abu Musab al Zarqawi, the founding father of Al-Qaeda in Iraq 
(AQI) that eventually became IS.  

 Like Bahrun Naim, the Malaysian IS leader Muhammad Wanndy Mohamed Jedi was 
also killed in Syria. His associate Dr Mahmud bin Ahmed, who played a central role in uniting 
the diverse Moro groups, met the same fate during the Marawi siege.   The employment of 
decapitation as a strategy has been successful in limiting the operational capabilities and 
influence of IS in the Philippines and broader Southeast Asia region. However, the threat from 
lone wolf and self-radicalised individuals is still present and could lead to attacks in Malaysia, 
Indonesia and the Philippines. IS has limited presence in Northeast Asia, besides its visibility 
in Xinjiang (where many Uyghur Muslims reside) in Western China. However, reports have 
revealed that more than 3,000 Uyghurs serve in the ranks of HTS, while a smaller number are 
linked to IS.   

 More than 4,500 Russian fighters travelled to Syria to fight for IS and HTS.  In addition, 
most of the Russian and Central Asian fighters with IS were killed in Iraq and Syria. Overall, 
IS was successful in recruiting Tajiks, Kyrgyz and Uzbeks when they were working as migrant 
workers and studying in Russia and Turkey. Reports mentioned that more than 2,500 Central 
Asians travelled to Iraq and Syria to fight and die while other reports have indicated that some 
of them might have started to relocate other theaters, including Afghanistan.  Certainly, the 
threat of attacks by Russian and Central Asians outside their homelands has increased. This is 
best illustrated by the truck attack in New York City in October 2017 by an Uzbek, Sayfullo 
Saipov that killed eight people and injured 11. Earlier in April 2017, an Uzbek named Rakhmat 
Akilov, drove a hijacked truck into pedestrians on a street in Sweden, killing five and injuring 
14.  

 In order to sustain recruitment and support, IS has continued to propagate its jihadist 
goal of establishing an Islamic State. Its strategy includes attacks against the ‘Crusader-Zionist’ 
enemy as well as Shias whom IS has condemned as apostates. IS targets of attacks over the 
years have consistently depicted attempts to cause enmity between Muslims and others, 
including Christians, the West and Shias. The latest anti-Christian attack was the suicide 
bombing during Sunday service at Bethel Memorial Methodist Church in Quetta, Pakistan, in 
December 2017 where nine people were killed and 57 were injured.  

 Earlier in November, after IS attacked the Rawdah Mosque in Egypt’s North Sinai, IS 
supporters distributed a claim by a hitherto unknown group called Harakar Anna Yeshua 
(Movement of the Sons of Jesus).  Shias in Iraq and Syria and elsewhere have also bore the 
brunt of IS attacks. For instance, in August 2017, 32 people were killed in a suicide bombing 
and shooting at a Shia mosque in Herat, Afghanistan. In North America, Europe and Australia, 
IS supporters are likely to mount intermittent attacks such as those seen in 2017, during the 
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Barcelona van attack in August that killed 14 and injured 130 and the Manchester attack in May 
that killed 22 and injured 119.  

4. Online Threat 

Despite the battlefield losses in Iraq and Syria, IS remains defiant and persistent. Putting up a 
bold front, its online propaganda narratives after the fall of Mosul and Raqqa continue to depict 
strength and eventual victory over the West and ‘disbelievers’. A video entitled ‘Inside the 
Khilafa 5’ released by IS Al-Hayat Media in December 2017, called on supporters to remain 
patient and steadfast as their sacrifice will not be in vain, and will lead to ‘a tremendous victory’. 
IS propaganda rhetoric not only attempt to rally and boost the morale of its supporters but also 
instigate them to mount terrorist attacks using whatever is at their disposal, including vehicles 
and knives.  

 Although IS online propaganda has continued, it has been adversely affected by 
battlefront losses as well as governments’ collaboration with social media technology firms to 
remove extremist propaganda and recruitment material. Since 2016 there has been a constant 
decline in IS-centric online propaganda activity in terms of quantity as well as quality. Its 
flagship online publication Dabiq went out of circulation in July 2016 and its replacement 
Rumiyah has not been seen since September 2017. Social media accounts of avid supporters 
now have significantly less followers in 2017. Quite a few IS blogs and websites have ceased 
production due to strict regulation measures. Most other sites now recycle dated content or have 
not been updated for several months. The decrease in IS online activity is a positive 
development as it impedes recruitment and jihadist activities.  

 A new area of concern has however emerged. Terrorists are now communicating 
actively through encrypted platforms such as Telegram and Threema for propaganda as well as 
for terrorist operations. Indonesia in particular witnessed 14 attacks directed from Iraq and Syria 
where the terrorists used Telegram to communicate with local networks and fighters in the 
country.  

 A shrinking pool of jihadists now plays a critical role in maintaining an unofficial IS 
online presence that expands to several channels in encrypted platforms. They re-post and re-
distribute old materials, including works by ideologues and propagandists. They also highlight 
the grievances of Muslim communities in Rakhine, Palestine, Kashmir and elsewhere to 
inflame their followers with the spark of jihadism. These supporters also ensure that there is a 
regeneration of supporters and sympathisers online, providing platforms for interested and 
radicalised individuals to find other like-minded individuals who would reinforce their radical 
ideas, and engage in violence.  

5. Way Forward 

2017 has been a year of great achievement for the anti-IS coalition forces. IS has been militarily 
defeated in Iraq and Syria and its so-called caliphate destroyed. Many of its top leaders, 
commanders and fighters have been killed; some of its demoralised troops had absconded or 
surrendered rather than fight to the death. IS has also been deprived of its major sources of 
revenue from seized oil fields and illegal taxes.  The battlefield losses and greater regulation of 
extremist content online have also affected the quantity and quality of IS online propaganda 
activities.   

 However, the IS threat is not over as IS core has not surrendered or conceded defeat. Its 
fighters could go to ground in remote pockets of Iraq and Syria to engage in guerrilla warfare 
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or retreat to several strong wilayat where its affiliates hold sway over large swathes of land. Its 
remaining fighters and affiliates retain the operational capability to stage or inspire terrorist 
attacks in Iraq, Syria and elsewhere as seen throughout 2017. Despite regulatory restrictions, 
IS still has a presence in cyberspace which it uses effectively for strategic communications, 
recruitment and propaganda.  

 In the final analysis, IS’ ability to stage a comeback should not be underestimated. It 
has done so before when its founder Abu Musab Zarqawi was killed in June 2006 and when the 
Sunni tribal chiefs rose against the Islamic State in Iraq (ISI) in late 2006-2008. ISI came back 
in force to become ISIS and to eventually establish the ‘caliphate’ in June 2014 and hold 
territory in both Iraq and Syria over the next three years. 

 In order to prevent IS’ re-emergence and losing the hard-fought victory, it is imperative 
that the international community address the underlying conditions that facilitated the rise of 
IS, Al-Qaeda and other militant groups in Iraq and Syria, and the issues that give sustenance to 
other terrorist and militant groups like the Taliban, Boko Haram and Al-Shabaab in other 
theatres of conflict. This would include addressing Sunni complaints about discrimination and 
marginalisation in Iraq and Syria and general grievances regarding unemployment, corruption, 
repression and misgovernance. Outstanding conflicts such as the Palestinian issue, ongoing war 
in Afghanistan, Rohingya crisis, unrest in Kashmir, Mindanao and elsewhere will also need 
resolution or they will become fodder for the propaganda machine of the terrorists and militants. 

 In addition, with the global expansion of IS, it is necessary for the international 
community to sustain and support governments that lack capabilities to fight terrorist groups. 
African and South Asian nations need resources to counter IS in the physical and cyber space. 
Africa is an important region in particular, as IS is moving from Maghreb to Sahel and further 
south, with close to 6,000 Africans who were fighting in Iraq and Syria.  It is also paramount 
to counter the growth of IS in Afghanistan and Pakistan where there are strong networks of 
militant groups. The worsening conflict there risks infecting nearby countries in Central Asia, 
South Asia and Southeast Asia. 

 The partnership between governments and Islamic experts to debunk IS’ distortion and 
misrepresentation of Islamic doctrines and practices, and collaboration with Internet and media 
technology giants to remove extremist content online, would further contribute to containing 
the influence and reach of IS, Al-Qaeda and other militant groups. These measures should 
substantially neutralise terrorist influence and consolidate the breakthrough achieved in 
degrading IS militarily and putting an end to the ‘caliphate’ in Iraq and Syria. The international 
community must demonstrate strong political will to cooperate and collaborate not only in 
fighting terrorism but also in resolving the root causes of terrorism. IS must not be given another 
opportunity to stage a comeback as they did in 2014 or what has been achieved in Iraq and Syria 
will be in vain. In this respect, world leaders should take the long view. Rather than engage in 
geo-politics, their governments should take necessary measures to counter the emerging phase 
of IS and Al-Qaeda. Should the two powerful threat movements – IS and Al-Qaeda – unite, at 
least in some theatres of conflict, stability and security will be severely challenged. 
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                                                                  Abstract: 
The names of the insurgent groups include historical, cultural, ethnic, territorial and doctrinal references 
that appear too specific to be considered accidental and thus could be indicative of their strategy. The 
examples of terrorist attacks carried out by these groups support this argument, as they adopted or 
changed their name beforehand, shortly before a spinoff group, a new alliance or an offshoot emerged, 
or when an attack occurred in a non-traditional geographic area of action. Unfortunately, too often mass 
media and government officials utilise incorrect and/or superficial translations of these names, thus 
contributing to a lack of detailed information on the jihadists. The etymological analysis of the Arabic 
names of the Sahelian jihadist insurgents intends to and contributes to increase the knowledge on the 
nature and actions of these groups. 
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Resumen: 
Los nombres de los grupos insurgentes incluyen referencias históricas, culturales, étnicas, territoriales 
y doctrinales que parecen demasiado específicas para ser consideradas accidentales y por lo tanto 
pueden ser indicativas de su estrategia. Los ejemplos de ataques terroristas llevados a cabo por estos 
grupos apoyan este argumento, ya que adoptaron o cambiaron su nombre de antemano, poco antes de 
que un grupo spinoff, una nueva alianza o una rama surgiera, o cuando un ataque ocurrió en una 
geografía no tradicional área de acción. Lamentablemente, con demasiada frecuencia los medios de 
comunicación y los funcionarios del gobierno utilizan traducciones erróneas y/o superficiales de estos 
nombres, contribuyendo así a la falta de información detallada sobre los jihadistas. El análisis 
etimológico de los nombres árabes de los insurgentes yihadistas del Sahel pretende y contribuye a 
aumentar el conocimiento sobre la naturaleza y las acciones de estos grupos. 
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1. Introducción 

Officially, the Malian civil war finished when the ‘Serval’ and ‘Barkane’ military 
operations deactivated a major jihadist threat in the so-called Azawad in North Mali, in the 
provinces of Gao, Kidal and Timbuktu, in 2013, where Islamic law had been implemented by 
jihadist insurgent actors. 

 
Nevertheless, the jihadist organisations never quitted fighting or stopped their activities. 

Starting from 2013 to nowadays, notable terrorist attacks, among tens of minor attacks, occurred 
in Sevaré in August 2015, and Bamako in January 2016 and again, in June 2017, Mali; in 
Burkina Faso, Ouagadougou was under attack in February 2016 and again, in August 2017; and 
the capital of Ivory Coast, Abidjan, suffered an attack in March 2016.2  

 
Three years after the end of the insurgent war, the United Nations (UN) warned of the 

increased insecurity in the area,3 highlighting that jihadists were still a threat and were now 
operating far from Malian jihadist insurgents’ traditional geographical operation areas. 

 
Various groups involved in the Malian jihadist campaigns claimed the attacks. In addition, 

some brand-new formations, offshoots or spinoffs of other jihadist groups, emerged. 4 
Interestingly, all of these groups experimented with changes in their name or in their network 
of alliances shortly before they carried out a terrorist attack or an insurgent action.  

 
This research uncloses the meaning of the names of the Sahelian insurgent groups. In 

particular, because of the difficulty represented by the Arabic language, or due to a lack of 
expert who can explain the meaning of the doctrinal concept that some Arabic words transmit, 
as Arabic is the language used in the Quran, the names of the jihadist insurgent groups are too 
often translated or reported incorrectly by international, non-Arabic speaking media and/or 
officials and analysts, giving the idea of certain exoticism. It is argued that some elements exist 
in the names of the groups that can be correlated to the strategies that the groups will adopt, 
thus helping in setting counter-terrorist measures. In order to see if a correlation exists between 
a change of the name and an action, several groups have been analysed:  

                                                           
2 Mora Tebas, Juan A.: “Terrorismo en Sahel-África Occidental: Nuevas tácticas, nuevas alianzas,... ¿nueva 
estrategia?”, IEEE Documento de interés, No. 19/2017 (5 April 2017), Madrid, IEEE, at 
http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2017/DIEEEA19-2017_Terrorismo_Sahel_JAMT.pdf, pp. 2-5; 
Naranjo, José: “Al Qaeda se extiende en África occidental apoyada en el cantera subsahariana”, El País, 26 April 
2016, at http://internacional.elpais.com/internacional/2016/04/15/actualidad/1460728241_287676.html; Zoja, 
Federica: “Non solo Mali: la campagna africana di AQIM”, ISPI Commentary, 11 April 2016, at 
http://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/commentary_zoja_11.04.2016.pdf, p. 1; Macé, Célian: 
“AQIM et Al-Mourabitoune, l’alliance reconstituée du jihad sahélien”, Libération, 17 January 2016, at 
http://www.liberation.fr/planete/2016/01/17/AQIM-et-al-mourabitoune-l-alliance-reconstituee-du-jihad-
sahelien_1426926. 
3  AFP: “UN ‘alarm’ at spreading Mali insecurity: report”, Yahoo News, 28 March 2016, at 
http://news.yahoo.com/un-alarm-spreading-mali-insecurity-report-215933406.html. 
4 Offshoots operationally coordinate with –although they are not directly linked to– a matrix organisation that 
exerts some control. Affiliated groups are “formally integrated” in the matrix’s Command & Control (C&C) 
structure. Using the statehood paradigm, an affiliated group has the same relationship with the matrix as that which 
a state agent has with the state. Spinoffs are autonomous, but they can coordinate strategically. It is “problematic” 
to define what C&C effectively represents, as many coordinated groups are rather independent movements or 
associated organisations, cooperating tactically, but not integrated into the C&C: read Steinmeir, Dominik: “The 
use of force against affiliate organisations – Providing a framework for the interpretation of the 2001 AUMF”, in 
Inaugural Postgraduate Conference ‘Emerging Developments in the Study of Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism’ 
(7 June 2016), Nottingham (UK). 
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1) Jamah al-Nusrah al-Islam wal-Muslim (Group for the Support/Victory of Islam and the 
Muslims5), an umbrella organisation composed of: 

- Al-Qaeda al-Maghreb al-Islamiya (Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, AQIM), in particular 
its South Algerian/Saharan activities; 

- Al-Mowaqqioun bil-Dam (Those who Sign with their Blood) and its most famous katiba, Al-
Moulathimoun (The Masked Man); 

- Al-Mourabitoun (The Almoravids) and its temporaryAl-Qaeda al-Gharb al-Afriqiya (Al-
Qaeda in West Africa, AQW); 

- Jamah Ansar al-Din (Group of the Defenders of the Faith) and its Katiba Khalid Ibn al-Walid 
(also known as Ansar al-Din “South”); 

-  Macina Liberation Front (MLF); 
2) Haraka al-Tawhid wal-Jihad fil-Gharb al-Afriqiya (Movement for Oneness and Jihad in 

West Africa, MOJWA); 
3) “Boko Haram” (BH, “Western education is forbidden,” officially Jamah al-Ahl al-Sunna lil-

Dawa wal-Jihad, Group of the People of the Sunnah for the Dawa and the Jihad); 
- Its main spinoff, “Ansaru” (“The Defenders,” officially Jamah al-Ansar al-Muslimin fil-

Bilad al-Sudan, Group of the Defenders/Helpers of the Muslims in the Land of Africa), and 
its most famous katiba, Haraka al-Muhajirin wal-Mujahidin (Movement of the Emigrants 
and the Mujahidin). 

 
2. What is in a name 

Being aware of the meaning of the original jihadist groups’ names is not a mere exercise of 
intellectualism for scholars and experts, as an etymological analysis of the original names of 
these groups shows that there are elements and references too much detailed to be considered 
simply hazardous or the casual outcome of a make-up decision.  
 

It is argued that, in the insurgents’ names, there are elements and references that have 
explanatory power and, thus, indicate how a jihadist group will act. Thus, this research is 
relevant for understanding and analysing the meaning of these names in order to allow 
governments to pre-empt any potential insurgent and/or terrorist attacks. 

 
A terrorist attacks seem more likely to occur after a group changes its name, because of a split 
from a matrix organisation, or soon after a new group emerges. According to Nalbandov,6 this 
demonstrates how names are explicitly chosen to transmit a message about a change or a 
strategic decision and adopting a new name reflect the necessity of channelling it. 
 

Therefore, although it may seem irrelevant to focus on insurgents’ names more than on 
their actions, studying the name is important because it is argued that a name, just as a 
company’s brand, can be one of the most valuable assets a group or organisation possesses,7 as 
the most visible tool used by an insurgent group to achieve its political goals. This is consistent 
with insurgent groups, as per Jenkins’ idea (as quoted in Lindauer8), as they use their name and 

                                                           
5 The full name will be provided in the rest of the text, as it will be for the other, following groups. 
6 Nalbandov, Robert: “Irrational Rationality of Terrorism”, Journal of Strategic Security, Vol. 6, nº 4 (Winter 
2013), pp. 93-97. 
7  Beattie, Andrew: “The Power of Branding.” Investopedia (28 August 2014), at 
http://www.investopedia.com/articles/financial-theory/11/branding-ultimate-economic-
moat.asp#ixzz4RHpCoPfb. Also, see Brustein, Darrah: “The Unconscious Power of Brands”, Entrepreneur (24 
June 2016), at https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/277318. 
8 Lindauer, Lance: “Rational Choice Theory, Grounded Theory, and Their Applicability to Terrorism”, The Heinz 
Journal, Vol. 9, nº 2 (4 May 2012), Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh, p. 8. 
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their terrorist acts to create as much publicity as possible to generate terror and thereby facilitate 
the achievement of the group’s specific political goal. 

 
A change of a name, or the election of a new name, could depend on several circumstances 

and strategic considerations. For example, a name can reflect conflicts or differences among 
the group, and the willingness of a new group to emerge as a spinoff or an offshoot from another 
one, with its own objective or strategy, different from the original group. In addition, its 
leadership may demonstrate diverse doctrinal references, or their ambitions require them to 
build their own space of power. Also, a group may change or adopt a new name because it 
wants to advertise its geographic outreach or refer to the ethnic community whose interests it 
pretends to represent. 

 
The purpose of this article is to prove that names convey a message and provide useful 

information for understanding to what extent the name reflects the ideology and strategy of the 
insurgent groups. The etymological and linguistics analysis is framed in the Rational Choice 
Theory (RCT) and in the category of linguistic onomastics (intended here as the technique of 
naming and not as a synonym of anthroponomy). Furthermore, the approach is inspired by the 
branding sector, used in business and marketing to study the power of a commercial brand. 

 
2.1. A Rational Etymology 

The paradigm of the Rational Choice Theory (RCT) applies and supports the view that the 
elements of the names are carefully selected –in the same way that a commercial firm or a 
company chooses its brand– in order to accomplish the goal of seeking the maximum output 
from the meaning they have. A decision taken by the jihadist insurgents about a change in the 
name of the group, or the choice made about a specific name,9 can be read as a strategy (for 
example, aiming to lead to an expected objective by communicating some kind of information 
about the nature of their group and, thus, their goals).10  

 
If some elements of a name reflect an operational strategy, this then means, according to 

RCT, that the names themselves are the outcome of a rational decision and thus choosing a 
specific name is strategic in itself. This is consistent with Lindauer,11 who states how a jihadist 
organisation may opt for a name because “it is economically feasible to achieve their goals and 
produce a political output with relatively few inputs”. 

 
While RCT has been applied to almost all fields of political science,12 its approach is 

popular in researching terrorism-related phenomena because it demonstrates how terrorism is 
not irrational nor is a consequence of its perpetrators’ insanity.13 RCT scholars’ approach to 
decision-making assumes that jihadist groups, defined as organisations operating with given 

                                                           
9 On RCT applied to groups, see Gupta, Dipak K. (2008): Understanding Terrorism and Political Violence, Oxford 
(UK), Routledge, pp. 30-31. 
10 It is assumed that the leaders act as rational actors at the highest level within the group, taking decisions affecting 
the group as a whole. For this reason, collective actors such as insurgent jihadist groups are said to behave as 
unitary actors reflecting leaders’ rational preferences and goals; see McCormick (2003, p. 482), as quoted in Van 
Um, Eric (2015): Evaluating the Political Rationality of Terrorist Groups, Springer, p. 10; and Laegreid (2004, p. 
15), as quoted in Contegiacomo, Nicole (2007): Rational Choice Theory and the Crime-Terror Nexus: How and 
Why Terrorist and Organized Criminal Groups are Working Together, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina, 
at https://cdr.lib.unc.edu/indexablecontent/uuid:fbb91ad4-d816-4d17-8770-012c9aca7583, pp. 2-10. 
11 Lindauer, op. cit., p. 5. 
12 For an historic perspective of RCT about groups and its contextualisation, read Gupta, op. cit., pp. 27-31.  
13 For further information, see Van Um, op. cit., p. 2; in particular, see Miller (2009, p. 1), as quoted in Van Um, 
op. cit., p. 16. 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

149 
 

limits to their action, try to optimise their means. Applied to the case of the change of a name, 
the outcome reached as a result of the name choice or change should be higher, or, at least, 
equal or not lower than the pre-action one (using a non-meaningful name or not choosing a 
specific name), according to an utilitarian view.14  

 
The theory explains how terrorist attacks derive from a conscious, rational, calculated, 

logical and, as Lindauer15 says, “systematic” decision to take these types of actions as an 
optimum strategy to accomplish a socio-political or ideological “strategic goal”.16 Elorza17 says 
that a radical interpretation of some verses of the Quran supports the use of terror as a strategic 
tool “to influence a target audience and change that audience’s behaviour in a way that will 
serve [their] interests”.18  

 
If names are chosen rationally as a result of strategic consideration about the need to send 

a message through its meaning, every time a new jihadist group is created, or emerges as a 
spinoff or an offshoot of a group and adopts a specific name, or if it changes its name, elements 
can be detected in their names which might reveal their nature, aims, raison d’être, geographical 
outreach, or alliance networks. 

 
Given the hypothesis that a name’s choice or change is rational and deliberate because of 

the strategic decisions taken by the analysed jihadist groups, still if jihadist groups are not able 
to control all the potential outcomes and side effects of their actions, included naming,19 a 
possibility that it is necessary to take into consideration, studying their etymology therefore 
contributes to the understanding of jihadist insurgent organisations’ strategy and/or their 
strategic changes and, thus, it is useful for implementing counterterrorism initiatives, also using 
this ‘weakness’ (the lack of possibility to understand all the consequences). 

 
3. Branding Names in Jihadist Groups 

According to linguistics, name is the clearest element of expression of an entity’s identity.20 
Branding studies, that is, the process of using visual elements and logos, represent a relevant 

                                                           
14 Lindauer, op. cit., p. 6; Anderton, Charles H., and Carter, John R.: “On Rational Choice Theory and the Study 
of Terrorism”, Defence and Peace Economics, vol. 16, nº 4 (2005), pp. 275-282. 
15 Lindauer, op. cit., p. 4. 
16 Victoroff, Jeff: “The Mind of the Terrorist”, Journal of Conflict Resolution, vol. 49, No. 1 (February 2005), at 
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0022002704272040, p. 14. 
17 Elorza, Antonio: “La fuerza del islam”, El País (10 June 2015), at 
http://elpais.com/elpais/2015/06/08/opinion/1433780384_967380.html. 
18 Victoroff, op. cit., p. 3. To see the link between RCT and terrorism studies, Anderton and Carter op. cit., p. 
275). Notwithstanding the debate and the lack of consensus on basic definitions of the concept of “rationality,” 
in this paper, a rational act is considered one which maximises its utility, after having carefully weighed the 
“costs and benefits for every available option” or, in other words, an act which “promises the highest utility 
defined as benefits minus costs”, in Parsons, Stephen (2005): Rational Choice and Politics, London, A&C 
Black, p. 10 et seq.; and Abrahms, Max: “What Terrorists Really Want. Terrorist Motives and Counterterrorism 
Strategy”, International Security, Vol. 32, nº 4 (Spring 2008), pp. 78-105, at 
https://fsi.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/Abrahms_What_Terrorists_Really_Want.pdf , p. 79). As Caplan, 
Bryan: “Terrorism: The relevance of the rational choice model”, Public Choice, nº 128 (2006), pp. 91-107, at 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.412.9167&rep=rep1&type=pdf, p. 93, notes, “all 
action is rational by definition,” as it aims to reach some objectives responding to that what Lemann defines as a 
“set of incentives,” in Lemann, Nicholas: “Terrorism Studies. Social scientists do counterinsurgency”, The New 
Yorker (26 April 2010), at http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/04/26/terrorism-studies. 
19 Simon (1995, p. 46) and Weitkunat (2008, p. 41 et seq.), as quoted in Van Um, op. cit., p. 10. 
20 Culture Decanted: “The Power of Naming. [Names: Part 1]”, in Identity, Language, semiotics 26 May 2014), at 
https://culturedecanted.com/2014/05/26/names-part-1-whats-in-a-name-the-power-of-naming/. 
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approach to see how an entity manifests its identity through its name, since any entity, whether 
individual or collective, needs to assert it.  
 

As the branding expert Muneratto21 explains, a group’s name is the synthesis of its essence, 
as it is linked to the personality of a subject. Heller 22  observes how insurgents “display 
identifying marks, signs or symbols [in order to] distinguish one group from another,” and the 
name is seen as the first symbol of a group and, through their name, they give evidence about 
their ideology, their scope and their aims.  

 
As stated in Beifuss and Trivini Bellini’s seminal work23 on insurgents’ branding, brands 

give groups a certain visibility, signals the ideas that lie behind the group’s creation and its 
aims”, and contribute, in Heller’s words,24 “to strike fear in the enemy and reinforce allegiance 
in the follower”. Therefore, having a well-known and recognisable identity is one of the most 
important goals of any jihadist group. 

 
If naming can transmit a message and the keys to read it, it is also true that a generic name 

can be striking, “because the difficulty to assign it a meaning makes [it] possible for the receiver 
to give it other meanings that they feel closer to.”25 Not giving information through a symbolic 
and meaningful name could lead the organisation to live anonymously. This could turn in few 
resources to collect, or a less recruitment capacity, for example, while utilising names is a tool 
for advertising to gather resources. 

 
A brand or a name makes the audience think about a “collection” of meanings –“both 

conscious and unconscious.” In this sense, what is useful to understand is the importance of a 
logo, as it is similarly useful to interpret the importance of a name, as “an act of visual [and 
conceptual] communication designed to brand the identity of the group, communicate what it 
stands for and create an ‘experience’ between individuals and the organization”.26 

 
The categories employed to identify the meaning of an entity’s name are the denotation 

and connotation, according to linguistics, being the former the real or the objective element 
present in a name, its conscious dimension.27 For jihadist organisations, it could include all the 
most tangible and visible aspects of the group, like a statement of its activity (movement, 
organisation, etc.), its origins, the geographic location (for example, Maghreb), the affiliation 
(for example, Al-Qaeda) or the use of a specific instrument, as indicated by the choice of 
specific adjectives (armed, fight, jihad, etc.). Ross28 argues that the connotation identifies any 

                                                           
21 Muneratto, Guido (2007): Il visual design nelle organizzazioni, Milano, Franco Angeli. 
22  As quoted in Beifuss, Artur and Trivini Bellini, Francesco (2013): Branding terror. The Logotypes and 
Iconography of Insurgent Groups and Terrorist Organizations, New York, Merrell, pp. 007-008. 
23 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 011. 
24 Ibid., p. 009. 
25 Muneratto, op. cit., p. 34. For example, not all the members or followers of Al-Mourabitoun are able to fully 
understand the recondite doctrinal etymology of the meaning of the name of their group, but they will know they 
belong to an organisation with a historical and high-sounding name, and they will feel strengthened in their 
membership. 
26 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 011. 
27 For further information, read Chalmers, David J.: “Two-Dimensional Semantics”, in Lepore, Ernest and Smith, 
Barry (eds.) (2008): The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Language, Oxford University Press. DOI: 
10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199552238.003.0024, at http://consc.net/papers/twodim.pdf 
28 Ross, Kelley L. (1999): “Meaning and Naming in Michael Devitt and Kim Sterelny’s Language and Reality”, 
MIT Press, at http://www.friesian.com/naming.htm 
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name’s discursive meaning, or any unconscious underlying feeling, “allusive and emotional 
network of [...] mental associations” connected and related to a name.29 

 
In general, linguistics scholarship says that names are descriptive or persuasive (in the 

former case, they are accompanied by a short description of the activity of the organisation), 
reflecting and anticipating some factors of the group. Muneratto30 says, as a sign of distinction, 
a name is usually full of meanings, symbols, references, etc. that underline an entity’s 
characteristics (in particular in the analysis of proper names; see Mill, and Devitt and Kim31) 
and “carry certain meanings, emotions and values”.32  

 
Names are often chosen because they are different and/or innovative or repeat concepts 

easy to memorise because of their evocative power, are full of meaning or reference certain 
values, history or legacy, or draw on a sacred text or a source of law as inspiration. “Branding 
... allow[s] the audience to identify the organization and what it stands for [as a] terrorist 
organization [and] informs and directs people it perceives as partners and potential recruits”.33  

 
Names which reflect a jihadist narrative are a way of reinforcing and strengthening a 

particular identity (the strictest Islamic orthodoxy as jihadists see it) of a group or a collective.34 
A name reinforces identification of members with the organisation’s brand and gives both 
opponents and sympathisers clear, direct information about the group. Observers and the public 
could be aware immediately of the group’s idea, motivation, and medium-term strategic plan.  

 
The name can also lend credibility to the group efficacy and provide an assurance of 

commitment with a cause or a community of reference (a religious sect or an ethnic group), or 
“inspire confidence,” Wengel35 says, to affirm its presence in both a physical territory of action 
and doctrine (in the campaign of jihad), and, for Muneratto,36  it may represent the most 
appropriate means to spread its ideas. 

 
In the organisations we analysed, these categories are visible, for example, in several 

words. The names of insurgent jihadist groups that use terrorist tactics and are active in the 
post-civil war Mali are expressed in fosha Arabic, even when these groups are usually 
composed of international members and they speak local variants of Arabic. This is because 
Arabic is the language used in the Quran and, thus, the chosen lingua franca for all of those 
who intend to fight for religious reasons, in order to identify with what they believe to be the 
authentic will of God as it is reported in the Quran and for the orthodoxy of Islam.  

 
The ‘spread of jihad’ or ‘defence of the faith’ refer to doctrinal concepts and/or to certain 

interpretations of the same: jihad is not used as a synonym of ‘effort [to fight for the true faith]’, 
but as ‘holy war [against the infidels]’; ansar, used as ‘defenders’, are literally ‘the helpers’, 
tribesmen who helped the prophet Mohamed when he was exiled from Mecca. Al-Qaeda (AQ) 
is the Afghan-Pakistan jihadist organisation who had a major role in guerrilla activities against 

                                                           
29 Muneratto, op. cit., p. 39. 
30 Ibid., p. 59. 
31 As quoted in Ross, “Meaning and Naming…”, op. cit. 
32 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 011. 
33 Ibid., p. 012 
34 Van Elk, Noreen D.: Personal communication (12 October 2016). 
35  As quoted in Nielsen: “Understanding the Power of a Brand Name”, Nielsen Global, 7 June 2015, at 
http://www.nielsen.com/eu/en/insights/news/2015/understanding-the-power-of-a-brand-name.html. 
36 Muneratto, op. cit., p. 32. 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

152 
 

the Soviets, but the name also has a symbolic meaning, as Avilés37 says, as ‘the [mental] basis 
[for the jihad]’.  

 
According to Johnson, et al.,38 name changes also fulfil the need of survival of the group 

implementing an expansion and extending its lifetime or its geographic scope. Geographic 
keywords may express and demonstrate their proximity to an ethnic group or to a community 
of believers, a confession or a sect. Doing that, it could also generate some interest in potential 
or want-to-be jihadist insurgents in those areas where they want to start their activity. 

 
In addition, by generating fear and terror, the name can serve as a force multiplier: the fame 

that accompanies the actions of an organisation with a specific name can help to increase 
membership and recruit new militants or contribute in convincing enemies not to engage in 
combat.39 As Beifuss and Trivini Bellini40 state, “getting credited for an attack is almost as 
important as the attack itself.” The organisations will not need to spend time and resources on 
propaganda, or on embedding in a local community or collective, or building a communication 
infrastructure to spread the idea of a new group or change. 

 
An etymological study of the names of the jihadist groups will provide the power to 

understand their meaning and, thus, the groups’ origin, how they developed their existence, 
their strategies and geographic scope, and the high symbolism and richness of the doctrinal 
principles expressed by the Arabic language contribute to position them in the world of the 
jihadist organisation.41 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
37 Avilés Farre, Juan: “De la yihad clásica al terrorismo yihadí”, Revista de Historia Militar, No. 1 (Extraordinario) 
(2009), pp. 199-223, Madrid, MINISDEF-IHCM, at https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=3016781, 
pp. 199-223. 
38  Johnson, Neil F.; Zheng, Minzhang; Vorobyeva, Yulia; Gabriel, Andrew; Qi, Hong; Velasquez, Nicolas; 
Manrique, Pedro; Johnson, Daniela; Restrepo, Elvira; Song, Chaoming, and Wuchty, Stefan: “New online ecology 
of adversarial aggregates: ISIS and beyond”, Science, Vol. 352, nº 6292 (17 June 2016), pp. 1459-1463, DOI: 
10.1126/science.aaf0675, at http://science.sciencemag.org/content/352/6292/1459, pp. 1459-1463. 
39 Using the ‘Al-Qaeda’ brand meant that the group had reached such a high level of commitment, apart from the 
willingness to utilise some controversial tactics (such as suicide bombing), that the Afghan-Pakistani matrix gives 
them the privilege to add the AQ name as an evidence of membership and a warranty of “quality.” 
40 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 10. 
41  For further reading on the power of naming, see Speaks, Jeff: “Theories of Meaning”, The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2016), at https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2016/entries/meaning/; and 
Zahed, Hyder: “The Power of Spoken Words”, The Huffington Post, 13 February 2014, updated 2015, at 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/dr-hyder-zahed/the-power-of-spoken-words_b_6324786.html 
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Figure 1. Period of activity, main events and names’ changes of the jihadist groups 
 

 

Source: Prepared by the author 
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At the beginning of the 2000s, several brigades of the GSPC (in particular, those led by Saifi 
‘the Para’ and Mokhtar Bel Mokhtar), which traditionally enjoyed a high grade of autonomy, 
began to expand beyond northern Algeria, trying to penetrate further south in the Sahara, into 
Mali and Mauritania. In January 2007, GSPC officially pledged allegiance (baya, or ‘act of 
loyalty’) to Al-Qaeda’s leader, Osama Bin Laden, and changed the name of the organisation to 
Al-Qaeda for the Jihad in the Land of the Islamic Maghreb, adopting AQ’s strategy and tactics. 
The group also took advantage of a coup in Mauritania to proclaim jihad throughout North 
Africa.  

 
In 2010, AQIM leaders in northern Algeria started referring to the operative area “Zone 

IX” in southern Algerian desert, as the “Emirate of the Sahara,” naming a responsible for the 
katiba in that area. A propaganda video with a logo of a new branch (Al-Qaeda in the Emirate 
of the Sahara, AQES), focusing on the Sahel and Sahara, was found after a battle between 
Tuareg militiamen and jihadists in northern Mali.42 The (temporarily successfully) infiltration 
in Mali concluded in 2012, when AQIM, along with other jihadist groups, overcame the Tuareg 
in their rebellion in the northern region called Azawad, and established an Islamic state through 
the implementation of Islamic law or sharia (‘the pathway to be followed,’ from sherea by 
‘pathway’). 

 
The use of ‘Al-Qaeda al-Jihad’ in its name stressed the ideological, strategic, and tactical 

linkage with the Afghan-Pakistan organisation.43 Maghreb44 is a geo-ethnic area composed of 
the western part of North Africa, including Mauritania and its Atlantic shore. Its use is relevant 
not only for pointing out the geographical location of the new affiliate of AQ, but also because 
it involves the extension of the jihadist activity beyond Algerian borders, consequently stressing 
the abandonment of the so called revolutionary jihad (against national government in order to 
substitute them with an Islamic government, but still recognising a national community) to the 
global jihad (against all the apostates, aiming to delete any borders among Muslims and 
organising a vanguard to prepare Muslim society for the creation of a global caliphate as the 
jihadists’ final objective). 

 
The adjective added before ‘Maghreb’ is not a simple reference to the ties of the region 

with Islam since the eighth century. Indissolubly describing the region as Islamic has important 
geopolitical and strategic implications. According to GIA/GSPC ideology, the guerrillas aim 
to overthrow the secular government in Algiers in order to build an Islamic state. In fact, the 
group’s structure reflected that of a ‘shadow’ government organised in departments and 
ministries on the territory. 

 
If the group assumes –and transmits through including this reference in their name– that 

the Maghreb is historically Islamic in its nature, then every Muslim, according to a strict 
interpretation of the Islamic sacred texts, is obliged to redeem the lands that once were Islamic, 
in order to re-establish the caliphate. Therefore, jihad would be required throughout the region: 
this justifies the expansion of the group. 

 
                                                           
42 Carayol, Rémi: “Mali: au Nord, la mosaïque des acteurs complique la crise”, Jeune Afrique (16 February 2015a), 
at http://www.jeuneafrique.com/32654/archives-thematique/mali-au-nord-la-mosaeque-des-acteurs-complique-
la-crise/; Vall, Mohammed: “Al-Qaeda in ‘Sahara Emirate’.” Al Jazeera (4 January 2010), at 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/africa/2010/01/20101416350262841.html 
43 Ross, Jeffrey I. (2011): Religion and Violence: An Encyclopedia of Faith and Conflict from Antiquity to the 
Present, Oxford (UK), Routledge, p. 38. 
44 Literally / ma / comes from makan/mawqie, which means ‘place’, while Garaba/Gharb means ‘where [the sun] 
sets,’ the West. 
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5. Those Who Sign with their Blood 

In December 2011, the emir Mokhtar Bel Mokhtar, sharing the ideological link with Al-Qaeda 
before then, split with AQIM, and created the group known as ‘Those who sign with their blood’ 
(Al-Mowaqqioun bil-Dam). 
 

The group name is full of symbolic meanings. Its main components are the noun of the 
verb waqqa or ‘sign,’ and dam, ie, ‘blood.’ The name, which sounds almost idealistically 
romantic and has indeed some dramatism, actually underlines the willingness of its members 
to sacrifice and stress their dedication to the cause of jihad, accepting death: in a word, to be 
martyrs (shahid), given that martyrdom is considered an important concept in the narrative of 
the ‘holy war.’45 

 
In Arabic, the meaning of dam is the closest to the biological fluid of blood, which, literally, 

means ‘steams of blood’. Thus, the jihadist group reaffirms its commitment to Islam through 
the extreme sacrifice if needed,46 which is affirmed through the use of this word in its name and 
the connotations of its vital tie to the jihadist cause. As Castro47 pointed out in his study on the 
meaning of blood in ancient civilisations, “blood is [...] the vital liquid. [...] There is no stronger 
tie than [that represented by] the blood”. 

 
The group became world-famous for the major attack of one of its katiba, Al-Moulathimoun, 

against the gas plant at Tiguentourine (Algeria), in January 2013. 
 

5.1. Katiba Al-Moulathimoun 

The name of Al-Moulathimoun reflects the desire for gaining inspiration and legitimation from 
the struggle for Islam of the first Muslims, because it covers the legacy of one of the most 
important groups in Islamic expansion in North Africa. The origin of the name lies in the 
Lamtouna tribe, which occupied the Maghreb, from Morocco to Mauritania, in the tenth, 
eleventh and twelfth centuries. 
 

They were best known as Al-Moulathimoun (‘veiled’ or ‘masked men,’ from litham, ‘veil’), 
because the tribesmen usually wore a face-veil, leaving the eyes and part of the forehead visible. 
In fact, the veil was a kind of symbol of belonging to a nomadic desert tribe, proudly flaunted.48 
A Lamtouna would never have removed the veil, for fear of being criticised by their community. 

 
The tribe hosted one of the most respected and influential Islamic preachers, Abdallah Ibn 

Yasin, from the puritan movement of the ‘marabouts,’ ancestors of the Almoravids dynasty. 
Synergies between tribal economics and military expansion (thanks to their warrior skills), and 
the spread of a pure idea of Islam with the activity of the marabouts, turned the tribe into the 

                                                           
45 Newby, Gordon (2013): A Concise Encyclopaedia of Islam, London, Oneworld Publications. 
46 Lane, Edward. W. (1863): An Arabic-English Lexicon, London, Williams & Norgate, at 
https://archive.org/details/ArabicEnglishLexicon.CopiousEasternSources.EnlargedSuppl.Kamoos.Lane.Poole.18
63 
47 Castro González, Fermín: “La Sangre es un vínculo sagrado. El pacto supremo”, Revista Almiar, No. 32 
(February-March 2007), Madrid, Margen cero.  
48 Wehr, Hans: in Cowan, J. Milton (ed.) (1994): The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, Urbana 
(IL), Spoken Language Services, at https://archive.org/details/Dict_Wehr.pdf 
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strongest group within the Sanhaja tribal confederation, and it was soon identified with the 
Almoravids (see § 7.1).49 

 
Marabouts, embedded in the tribes of the desert, also began to cover their face with a veil, 

at about the same time they started to be known as the Almoravids in Al-Andalus. In the Iberian 
Peninsula, the veil was unusual because the population, mainly composed of the descendants 
of the Arabs of the first wave of the Islamic conquest in North Africa during the eighth century, 
was already urbanised and had lost some habits from their ancestors, who had come from the 
Arabian Desert.50 Consequently, the veil became a symbol of belonging and a credential for the 
marabout movement, rooted in the desert.51 

 
When Belmokhtar formed the group, it seemed that he intended to confirm his willingness 

to both present himself as heir of the true Muslims, the puritan Almoravids, and pivot on the 
ethnic pride of belonging to the Berbers’ indigenous groups with their origins in the desert 
civilisation. The inclusion of the reference to Lamtouna in Al-Moulathimoun’s name proved 
the most direct way to communicate this willingness. 
 

6. Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa (MOJWA) 

The Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa (MOJWA, Haraka al-Tawhid wal-Jihad 
fi al-Gharb al-Afriqiya) is a product of ethnic divisions and disaffections, which led the 
Mauritanian Amada Ould Kheirou to quit the Algerian-led AQIM and found a separate 
movement in 2011. Kheirou exploited the creation of the new group as a reference for the Fulani 
Muslims, mainly based in northern Mali, especially in Gao, and legitimated it with starting a 
‘black ethnic’ jihad throughout West Africa, which at that time was not among the objectives 
of AQC or AQIM.52 The name emphasised the doctrinal dimension, as to say, the obligation to 
fight the jihad and to spread and defend the concept of the oneness of the deity, as an entity 
creating and permeating the whole universe and in full communion with all its creatures.53 
 

7. Al-Mourabitoun  

On 22 August 2013, a faction of MOJWA, led by Adnan Abou Walid al-Sahrawi, merged with 
Al-Mowaqqioun bil-Dam to form Al-Mourabitoun.54 
 
 Al-Mourabitoun is the Romanised version of the Arabic name indicating firstly a 
conservative religious movement, whose members’ name was translated as ‘marabouts.’ Later, 
it was adopted and translated as ‘Almoravids’ by the assimilation of the article / al /, to describe 
the Berber dynasty that came from the merger between the preacher movement and the tribes 
they embedded in, ruling over the Maghreb and the Iberian Al-Andalus. Generally, marabouts 
                                                           
49 El-Fasi, Mohammed and Hrbek, Ivan (eds.) (1998): Africa from the Seventh to the Eleventh Century, London, 
Heinemann Educational Books, available at UNESCO Publishing (2000), at 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0018/001842/184282eo.pdf, p. 349. 
50 Actually, they were strongly anchored to their Berber environment and isolated from any influence of the Arab-
descendant populations on the Mediterranean shores, at the end of the trade routes crossing the Sahara Desert. The 
veil was a practical means to protect the face from sand and sunlight; therefore, it was later seen as an identifying 
sign of belonging to the desert-based civilisation. 
51 Finally, a law converted the veil to an exclusive garment of the religious elite, a distinctive sign of the Sanhaja 
ruling class, prohibiting anyone else from wearing it; read Schimmel, Annemarie (1982): Islam in India and 
Pakistan, Leiden, Brill, p. 744. 
52 Quirico, Domenico (2015): Il grande califato, Vicenza, Neri Pozza Editore, pp. 134; 145. 
53  na, Abdelkarim: “Tawhid: la Unicidad de la existencia”, Webislam, 20 May 2002, at 
http://www.webislam.com/articulos/26280-tawhid_la_unicidad_de_la_existencia.html. 
54 Quirico, op. cit., p. 137. 
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were members of the puritanical Sunni movement from the Maliki School of religious law,55 
which pleaded for recovering the origins of Islam and spreading it through jihad and territorial 
conquest.  

 
In the Maghreb, the movement was driven by co-opting the leaders of some tribes of the 

Sanhaja confederation, which occupied the south of the Sahara Desert, north of Senegal and 
south Morocco.56 Within the Sanhaja (formed by the Gadala tribe, the Lamtouna tribe, and 
Massafa tribe), the group of Lamtouna were becoming more and more powerful as it was 
inspired by the missionary zeal of the Almoravids.57 

 
Al-Mourabitoun is the nominal plural form of Al-Mourabit, a word composed of three 

elements: the determined singular or plural article / al /, which means ‘the/those’, the pronoun 
prefix / mou /, which means ‘who,’ and / ribat /. Literally, ‘those from/who live in/people of 
the ribat.’58 Understanding the meaning of ribat, which is often etymologically misinterpreted, 
is the key to assessing the ideological implications of the name of this group.59 

 
Ribat is a term with a controversial meaning as is the interpretation about its origins. The 

triliteral root ‘r-b-t’ is the base for the verb ‘to camp’ (raabat). If interpreted as an evolution of 
the action indicated by this verb, its meaning coincides with the one traditionally given to the 
term: ribat would be the camp or hut where travellers and pilgrims were hosted. Soon these huts 
would become lookouts and guard towers on the desert routes along the limits of the expansion 
of Islam, in front of the territories of Christendom and of the pagan tribes (one of the first 
approach to ribat was that of Doutté60).  

 
They also became centres for errant mystics, ascetics, and hermit preachers of Islam, where 

potential disciples came voluntarily.61 For common people who began using the term, the 
mourabitoun were ‘those quartered at the ribat’ and, by extension and simplification, the 
‘people from the ribat,’ as pointed out in an early study by Bel.62 

 
The ribat were soon regarded as places of purification and training for the exemplary 

Muslim, based on an iron discipline and devotion, so the meaning of marabout was assimilated 

                                                           
55 The Maliki jurisprudential relies, as a primary source of law –apart from the Quran and the Sunna (composed 
of the hadith)– also on the practices of the inhabitants of Medina, where Mohammed was exiled, interpreted as a 
direct expression of the hadith. 
56 The confederation –affine, initially, to the Fatimid caliphate (909-1171)– was one of the three main Berber 
groups, together with the semi-sedentary Zenata, close to the Umayyad lineage of Cordoba; and the sedentary 
Masmuda (from this confederation the Almohad dynasty, which supported the Abbasid caliphate, emerged in the 
eleventh century). 
57 El-Fasi and Hrbek, op. cit., p. 344. 
58 Omar, Abdul M. (2003): The Dictionary of the Holy Qur’an (Arabic Words with English Meaning with Notes), 
Noor Foundation International, at 
http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi2-
eHg8qrMAhXIXhoKHRlLBH8QFggjMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fislamusa.org%2Fdictionary.pdf&usg=AFQj
CNERPMXHGaY_CqeZXavu6ectgWc_Jg. 
59  See, among others, Nallino, Carlo A.: “Marabutto”, in Enciclopedia Italiana (1934), Roma, Treccani, at 
http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/marabutto_(Enciclopedia-Italiana)/. 
60 Doutté, Edmond (1901): “Notes sur l’islam maghribin: Les marabouts.” Revue de l'hist. des religions, No. XL-
XLII, Paris, p. 421. 
61 These groups evolved gradually into zaouias, literally ‘assemblies,’ a Maghrebi term indicating schools or 
religious monasteries, centres and citadels (synonymous with the Arabic Levant dialect madrasa). 
62 Bel, Alfred: “Coup d’oeil sur l’islam en Berbérie”, Revue de l’hist. des religions XL-XLII (1917), Paris, pp. 35-
36. 
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to that of the warrior monk, who voluntarily retired to the ribat to receive military training to 
spread Islam through jihad and study the scriptures.  
 
7.1. The Marabouts  

The phenomenon of the marabouts exerted a profound influence on the religious, social and 
political life of the Maghreb and the whole West Africa.63 From the tenth to twelfth centuries, 
the Berber populations were divided into confederations and tribes. Once more, Bel and Doutté 
explain the history behind the transcendental relevance of the history behind the ribat. 
Economic activity often collapsed due to frequent wars. In the Berber territory, where tribal 
struggles provoked a constant state of anarchy, marabouts played an important role, thanks to 
their knowledge of Islamic law, as judges in disputes and guarantors of the security of the desert 
trade caravans.  

 
Marabout were believed to follow a divine guidance because they received the ‘blessing’ 

(baraka) and set the tradition of “founding saints came from the heartlands of Islam, the urban 
centres of the Maghreb or, better yet, from Syria or Mesopotamia” to make “sweet water flow 
in the desert.”64 

 
Marabouts’ proselytism came together with the imposition of new rules of coexistence to 

clear tribal pre-Islamic habits (Saharan nomadic people often practised a superficial form of 
Islam) and the discipline the movement provided was exploited by tribal leaders as a unifying 
control element.65 

 
In the centre, called Dar Al-Mourabitoun or ‘House/Land of the marabouts’, was the 

religious leader Ibn Waggag Zallou, educated and initiated by Abdallah Ibn Yasin, who was 
sent as a missionary to the Jouddala tribe under the protection of Yahya Ibn Ibrahim. 
Traditionally, the roots of the dynasty of the Almoravids were in the expulsion of Ibn Yasin 
from the tribe in 1053. After that, he created a community of meditation and study in Tidra and 
his disciples were called Al-Mourabitoun.66  

 
As his group grew, Ibn Yasin resumed his mission and joined the Lamtouna tribe. The co-

opting to the movement of its leader, Yahya Ibn Omar, who gave protection and political 
support to Ibn Yasin in 1055, was the beginning of the transition from a theological reformist 
movement to a militant one, led by the Lamtouna.67 

 
The preacher named Ibn Omar as head of the military branch, or ‘emir' of the movement, 

so that there would have been a similarity between the tribal and movement structures, spheres 
of power and interests. As the number of its members increased, the term ‘Almoravids’ began 
to describe only the ruling aristocracy, while most of the movement members were simple 
‘followers.’68 
 

                                                           
63 Clarke, Peter B. (1982): West Africa and Islam. A study of religious development from the 8th to the 20th century, 
London, Edward Arnold. 
64 Harmon, Stephen A. (2014): Terror and Insurgency in the Sahara-Sahel Region: Corruption, Contraband, Jihad 
and the Mali War of 2012-2013, Surrey, Ashgate, p. 10. 
65 El-Fasi and Hrbek, op. cit., p. 339. 
66 Ibid., pp. 344-346. 
67 De Moraes Farias, Paulo F.: “The Almoravids: Some Questions Concerning the Character of the Movement”, 
Bulletin de l’IFAN, series B, No. 29 (1967), pp. 796-797; Levtzion, Nehemia: “Abd Allah b. Yasin and the 
Almoravids”, in Willis, John R. (ed.) (1979): Studies in West African Islamic History, London, Cass, p. 54. 
68 El-Fasi and Hrbek, op. cit., pp. 349-350. 
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7.2. Bel Mokhtar’s Sense of History 

Naming his group Al-Mourabitoun denotes Bel Mokhtar’s willingness to exploit both a 
doctrinal legacy and a geographical dimension. The jihadist group presented itself as heir of the 
marabouts, leaders of the Islamic expansion in North Africa (read Clarke69). 

 
However, abandoning the name Al-Moulathimoun meant renouncing any identification 

with a single tribal legacy, to embrace the wider Almoravids concept geo-ethnically (who had 
turned into a dynasty expanding through North Africa and the Iberian Peninsula), doctrinally 
(defending a puritan Islam both through proselytising and jihad) and tactical (they were 
experienced warriors). 
 
 The name could be translated as ‘sentinels of the faith,’ that means ‘guardians’ of Islam. 
Although it does not indicate any specific geographical limit to its action, the choice of the 
name has an implicit regional delimitation. As Ibn Yasin had a leading role in proselytism in 
the Maghreb, Al-Mourabitoun, at least at the beginning, may identify North Africa and Al-
Andalus as its areas of action. 

 
Bel Mokhtar’s tactics of penetration and integration with Tuareg tribal groups is a present-

day version of the marabouts’ embedding in the tribes, whose experienced warriors they need 
for their work of conversion. Gradually their interests have become impossible to differentiate, 
as Islam provided an identity factor that served the tribal confederations as a unifying tool.70 
 

8. The Almoravids–Al-Qaeda in West Africa (AQW) 

On 13 August 2015, Belmokhtar took a step forward to strengthen his power. After the split of 
a faction of the former MOJWA, the so-called Islamic State in Greater Sahara (ISGS),71 he 
added to Al-Mourabitoun the name ‘Organisation of Al-Qaeda for Jihad in West Africa’ or ‘Al-
Qaeda in West Africa’ (AQW, [Tanzim] Al-Qaeda al-Jihad fi al-Gharb al-Afriqiya).  

 
First of all, the change demonstrated once more his alignment with AQC. Secondly, 

underlining a geopolitical dimension made clear the objectives of the organisation: it stressed 
the local African nature of the group and the willingness to extend its battlefront throughout 
West Africa, not only in the Maghreb and the Sahel.72  

 
Both AQW and AQIM claimed on 20 November 2015 an attack on the Hotel Radisson in 

Bamako.73 Soon after, on 4 December 2015, Belmokhtar announced that he would reactivate his 

                                                           
69 Clarke, op. cit. 
70 Mosterín, Jesús (2012): El Islam: historia del pensamiento, Madrid, Alianza Editorial. 
71 The leader of this faction, Adnan Abou Walid Al-Sahrawi, pledged allegiance to the Islamic State, on 13 May 
2015. ISGS is active in the Liptako-Gourma –a geographical area straddling the border areas of Mali, Burkina Faso 
and Niger– and is deepening its relationship with the Islamic State in West Africa, led by Abou Musab Al-Barnawi, 
in order to extend their influence to Mali and Burkina Faso (see § 13). 
72 Joscelyn, Thomas: “Mokhtar Belmokhtar now leads ‘Al Qaeda in West Africa’”, The Long War Journal,13 
August 2015, at http://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2015/08/mokhtar-belmokhtar-now-leads-al-qaeda-in-
west-africa.php; Lagneau, Laurent: “Le jihadiste algérien Mokhtar Belmokhtar devient chef d’al-Qaïda en Afrique 
de l’Ouest”, Opex60 (14 August 2015), at http://www.opex360.com/2015/08/14/le-jihadiste-algerien-mokhtar-
belmokhtar-devient-chef-dal-qaida-en-afrique-de-louest/. Afriqiya in the Middle Ages indicated the region of 
present-day Tunisia, even though it is currently used to describe the African continent as a whole. 
73 Dramé, Tiébilé: “Terrorisme: la nébuleuse jihadiste au Mali”, Jeune Afrique, 2 December 2015, at 
http://www.jeuneafrique.com/283786/politique/terrorisme-nebuleuse-jihadiste-mali/; Olivier, Mathieu: “Mali: 
une menace terroriste omniprésente, du Nord au Sud”, Jeune Afrique, 20 November 2015, at 
http://www.jeuneafrique.com/280281/politique/mali-menace-terroriste-omnipresente-nord-sud/. 
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collaboration with AQIM, ceased in 2011. On 16 January 2016, the alliance was confirmed when 
the two groups, again, together claimed an attack in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso. Two months 
later, on 13 March 2016, they simultaneously claimed the execution of a terrorist act in the 
Balnearium Grand-Bassam, in Abidjan, Ivory Coast.74 These actions made it clear that West 
Africa was set as the new target of the AQ brand, as the name change indicated. 

 
9. Jamah Ansar al-Din and Katiba Khalid Ibn al-Walid (Ansar al-Din “South”) 

Iyad al-Ghaly, leader of the Tuareg rebellions in the 2000s in Mali and a member of the Tuareg 
aristocracy of the Adagh/Ifoghas caste, after having failed to seize power of the independentist 
movement of the vassal Imoghad caste in March 2012, created Jamah Ansar al-Din (Group of 
the Defenders of the Faith).75 

 
Ansar al-Din turned out to be a radical Islamic ethnic-based organisation76 and, on 12 

March 2012, following the occupation of the town of Tessalit in Northern Mali, forced the 
secular independentists to use a typical flag identified with the jihad banner (al-raya al-uqab, 
‘the flag of the eagle,’ sometimes with the shahada or the profession of Islamic faith on it, in 
white) on public buildings, stating its desire to rule over the town through sharia,77  as it 
“emphasize the importance and occurrence of jihad [...] and evokes sentiments rooted in the 
desire to establish a Sunni caliphate.”78 

 
 In Islam, ‘Al-Ansar’ are the ‘helpers’ or the ‘defenders’ (literally, ‘Vanguard for the 

protection’), ie, the local inhabitants of Medina from the two main tribes of Azd, the Banu 
Khazray and the Banu Aus. They hosted the Prophet Mohammad and the Muhajirun, when they 
were exiled from Mecca to Medina (the process known as hiyra in Romanised Arabic). 
Doctrinally, the Ansar are relevant as they were the first people outside Mecca to convert, and 
they also advised Mohammad and helped him expand the teachings of Islam. 

 
 The hijra is the ‘migration’ or the ‘exile’ and marked the beginning of the expansion of 

Islam. If it was a tactical retreat by Mohammad to avoid conflict with the leaders of Mecca, 
doctrinally it is intended as a spiritual retreat or exile, and it inspired the obligatory 
peregrination every Muslim should accomplish once in their life. In this sense, the exile is 
intended as a commitment with Islam based on a spiritual retreat of a Muslim community to a 
safe haven, in order to avoid conflict or to prepare it. 

 
 It is not clear which relationship links Ansar al-Din to Masina Liberation Front, which for 

some is an Ansar al-Din’s katiba.79 However, another katiba, named after Muhammad’s general 

                                                           
74 Mieu, Baudelaire: “Côte d’Ivoire: AQIM revendique l’attaque de Grand-Bassam”, Jeune Afrique (14 March 
2016), at http://www.jeuneafrique.com/309572/politique/cote-divoire-attaque-contre-un-hotel-de-grand-bassam-
prise-dotage-en-cours/; Parellada, Gemma: “Al menos 16 muertos en un ataque contra una zona turística de 
Costa de Marfil”, El País, 14 March 2016, at 
http://internacional.elpais.com/internacional/2016/03/13/actualidad/1457884021_238177.html. 
75 Varin, Caroline (2016): Boko Haram and the war on terror, Santa Barbara (CA), Praeger, p. 71. 
76 Raineri, Luca, and Strazzari, Francesco: “Golpe a Bamako”, in Caracciolo, Lucio, et al., (2012): “Fronte del 
Sahara”, Limes Rivista italiana di geopolitica, nº 5 (2012), pp. 83-94, Roma, Gruppo L’Espresso, p. 92 
77 Baldaro, Edoardo: “Algeria, il Pakistan africano”, in Caracciolo, Lucio, et al. (2012): “Fronte del Sahara”, Limes 
Rivista italiana di geopolitica, nº 5 (2012), pp. 161-168, Roma, Gruppo L’Espresso, p. 164. 
78 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 051. 
79 Carayol, Rémi: “Mali: ¿le Front de libération du Macina, un nouveau Boko Haram?”, Jeune Afrique (25/31 
August 2015ab), at http://www.jeuneafrique.com/mag/258720/politique/mali-le-front-de-liberation-du-macina-
un-nouveau-boko-haram/. 
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Khalid Ibn al-Walid, would be active in central Mali and composed of non-Tuareg members, 
for this reason it is also known as Ansar al-Din “South.” 

 
10. Masina Liberation Front (MLF) 

MOJWA diaspora was so fruitful that, in January 2015, between 30 and 150 former MOJWA 
members from the Fulani ethnicity created MLF, close to Ansar al-Din, so that some analysts 
think it could be a katiba of Ansar al-Din.80 The preacher Amadou Kouffa, a jihadist leader 
whose trajectory can be framed in the tradition of the marabouts, led the organisation, which 
was intended to attack the south and centre of Mali, once considered safe areas. On 15 June 
2015, along with Ansar al-Din, MLF attacked Mopti and, on 8 August 2015, the group besieged 
and attacked a hotel in the nearby town of Sevaré.81 Then the Front took some villages in the 
region before retiring in July towards the Ivorian Coast and Mauritanian border. 

 
In Kouffa’s plan, Mopti, which has a high symbolic value for its historical importance as a 

diina (Arabic term for a territorial constituency of religious character) and a centre for the 
spread of Islam, should become the capital of an Islamic state modelled on the Empire of Masina 
or Caliphate of Hamdullahi, which flourished during the nineteenth century.82 The creation of 
the ‘Empire’ was the outcome of the rise of a Fulani ethnic identity linked to a religious 
reformist movement through West Africa with statehood ambitions. 83  It was led by the 
almami84 Amadou Lobbo, who broke the links of vassalage that Fulani sedentary farmers and 
nomadic herdsmen had established with the Empire of Bambara Segou, and struggled against 
the doctrinal monopoly of the Berber, Songhai and Bambara elite of Timbuktu.85 

 
Doctrinally, the ancestors of the homonymous kingdom created and led by an ethnically 

defined dynasty, inspired Masina Liberation Front. It made clear that it is the expression of a 
tradition of jihad as the first phase of proselytism, aimed not only at the spread of Islam but also 
at the conquest of a territory. 

 
The word ‘front’ stresses the militant nature of the group, which is articulated as a vanguard 

to set an example and intends to represent an ethnic collective. Using a reference to Masina 
highlights the difference between the Fulani ethnic group, which founded the empire, and other 
groups perceived as hostile. The geo-ethnic variable introduced an “element of ethnic volatility 
in the conflict against the jihadist radicalisation in a country crisscrossed by tribal tensions.”86  

                                                           
80 Carayol, “Mali: le Front de libération du Macina…”, op. cit.; and Carayol, Rémi: “Mali: Keïta et Koufa, 
l’inquiétant duo terroriste du Sud”, Jeune Afrique, 3 December 2015, at 
http://www.jeuneafrique.com/mag/280602/politique/mali-keita-koufa-linquietant-duo-terroriste-sud/; Olivier, op. 
cit. 
81 The assault on Sevaré was also claimed by AQW. The several claims for the same attacks are not mutually 
exclusive; rather they prove the existence of fluid alliances among jihadist groups in Mali. 
82 Hamdullahi was the name of the capital of the empire. It means ‘Praise God,’ usually pronounced when 
something desired happens. 
83 Austen, Ralph A. (2009): Trans-Saharan Africa in World History, New York (NY), Oxford University Press, p. 
56. According to its original conception, jihad means ‘effort to achieve an objective’ and in this sense is used in 
the Muslim world to describe the nature of the Sahelian ‘Jihad states’: they were entities created by the mobilisation 
of ethnic and tribal warriors due to the proselytism of Islamic preachers and religious leaders, who aimed to 
promote the true Islam and apply it to political life; for further information, Austen, op. cit., p. 59). 
84  Almani/almani, contraction of amir al-Mouminoun, means ‘commander of the faith’ or ‘Emperor of the 
believers,’ close to Khalifa, as it designates an Islamic leader claiming sovereignty on a political entity (Olivier, 
op. cit.). 
85 Austen, op. cit., 61. 
86 Farge, Emma and Adama, Diarra: “Mali’s Islamist conflict spreads as new militant group emerges”, Reuters, 19 
August 2015, at http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mali-violence-idUSKCN0QO19320150819. 
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11. Jamah al-Nusra al-Islam wal-Muslim 

On 2 March 2017, some of the most notorious groups operating in the Sahel and West Africa 
(Ansar al-Din, MLF, Al-Mourabitoun and AQIM) merged under the new banner of an operative 
umbrella group, Jamah al-Nusra al-Islam wal-Muslim (Group for the Support [for the Victory] 
of Islam and Muslims). The new alliance would be led by Iyad Al-Ghaly and would be 
ideologically inspired by Al-Qaeda Central, which, on 19 March, congratulated the unity and 
coordination demonstrated by the “new” actor. The group claimed responsibility for several 
attacks carried out in Mali, the latest of which occurred on 29 March.87 

 
As Maïga and Assanvo88 pointed out, “there has been an exponential increase in the acts 

claimed by, or attributed to, these groups over the past two years.” The authors said that “in 
2016, at least 257 attacks were reported” in the region (Mali, Burkina Faso, Ivory Coast and 
Niger), with “an increase of nearly 150% compared to 2015.” Furthermore, “at least 60 attacks 
have been recorded” during the first trimester of 2017. The group seems to be making an attempt 
to maximise synergies and, basically, formalise the connections already existing among the 
groups operating in the region, as in identity terms, nothing has changed. 

 
Etymologically, any reference to a geographic or ethnic dimension disappeared. The stress 

is on the Islamic identity and the labour of help to the Muslim community. Also, it is interesting 
to note how any reference to AQ disappeared, although the new formation is clearly under the 
operative and ideological patronage of AQ.89 This could be interpreted as the willingness to not 
wound the sensitive identity of any group or as a first attempt to leave the once-famous-and-
respected jihad brand. 

 
Jamaa/jamah is a word that the Prophet utilised, according to the interpretation of some 

hadith,90 to describe the group that represented the majority of the salaf al-salih or ‘the pious 
ancestors,’ the first three generations of Muslims who truly adhered to Islam. The jamah was a 
vital concept and a requirement for the faith, as it represented a congregation of faithful, ie, a 
confessional community, 91  whose union defended against the enemies in a non-Islamic 
environment in the first years of Islam. 

 
It has become common for jihadist insurgencies to utilise the term jamah to refer to their 

intimate link with the umma, as they intend to exploit the symbolic link with the first “core” 
group of Muslims, struggling to build an Islamic community, inspired by faith, in spite of being 
surrounded by enemies. 92  Nusra is a word meaning both ‘help/support,’ in the sense of 
something one can relies on, as the jamah is for the Muslims, and at the same time, it means 
‘victory.’ 
 

                                                           
87 Rodríguez, Bernardo (coord.): “Observatorio sobre la actividad yihadista en el Magreb y el Sahel Occidental: 
marzo 2017”, GESI Seguridad internacional (4 April 2017), Granada, GESI. 
88 Maïga, Ibrahim and Assanvo, William: “Mali’s jihadist merger: desperate or dangerous?”, ISS Today, 3 April 
2017, Dakar, Institute for Security Studies, at https://issafrica.org/iss-today/malis-jihadist-merger-desperate-or-
dangerous. 
89 Rodríguez, op. cit. 
90 Al-Haq, Asim: “Sawad Al-Adam (Largest of the group) and its meaning”, Islam System of life, 31 July 2010, 
at http://www.systemoflife.com/articles/refutation/188-sawad-al-azaam-majority-of-the-
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91  Yunus, Mohammad: “Importance of collective work or jamaah”, 10 June 2012, at 
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12. Boko Haram 

The group known as Boko Haram’s official name is Jamah al-Ahl al-Sunna lil-Dawa wal-Jihad 
(Group of the People [respectful] of the Sunnah for the Dawah and the Jihad). Its (often 
contested) leader is Abou Bakr Shekau.93 

 
As its former leader, Mohammad Yusuf, was strongly opposed Western influence in Nigeria, 

in particular, the Wester education corrupting Nigerian Muslims, the group was unofficially 
known among the people of Maiduguri, where its headquarter was, as Boko Haram, a name 
which spread through the media and the academic world in the mid-2000s. 

 
It has been often translated as “Western education is forbidden.” However, the translation is 

approximate and superficial. Some words do not have a proper literal translation. The 
interpretation of the name closest to a literal translation would be ‘That (which is) despicable 
because of its innate falsity’. This is because Western civilisation and one of its main elements, 
education, is forbidden [because it is corrupted and inferior not only to the ilimin islamiya, or 
traditional Islamic education, but also to every Islam precept; as a consequence, practicing it 
(the despicable) is a sin]’.  

 
As can be seen, the term ‘boko’ includes a profound concept of what is false and it is strongly 

linked to the Western influence. ‘Boko’ is the Hausa term which is mistakenly and simply 
referred to as the Western ‘book’ and, for extension, to ‘Western education’. But the translation 
goes beyond the initial description of a book because of the word’s assonance. 

 
Boko, as the contraction of the locution ‘ilimin boko,’ indicating the Romanisation of Hausa 

writing and the secular education implemented by the British colonial authority, has begun to 
be used for ‘something (an idea or an object) whose nature is so false, not authentic, that it 
implies deception, a fraud.’ Of course, it was used to refer to Western education and, broadly, 
to western influence. So boko has begun to be used to describe, in general, something 
despicable, not genuine, intrinsically false, and fake, in Northern Nigeria. 

 
Nowadays, the term is a synonym of “the Western-related,” and Western civilisation 

influence, and, in general, of everything culturally different.  
 
The Western influence is described as naturally false simply because it is not Islamic, as the 

Islamic culture is the only one desired by the deity, and thus it is the legitimate culture.94 
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In conclusion, in spite of the superficial translation, the interpretation of the name by 
scholarship and mass media is roughly correct and does reflect the origins and raison d’être of 
the group.  

 
The official name of the group relies on more doctrinal references as it states the willingness 

of building a community of people respectful of the Sunna and prone to expand (dawa, 
‘inviting,’, intended as inviting to pray and, for extension, inviting to join Islam,’ so that dawa 
is more and more intended to be synonym of the activity of proselytism). 

 
In March 2015, BH pledged its loyalty to the IS caliphate and, in April, communicated its 

new name, Wilaya al-Sudan al-Gharb (Western Africa Province [of the caliphate]) or Wilaya 
al-Gharb al-Afriqiya (West Africa Province [of the caliphate]) (Islamic State West Africa 
Province in English, ISWAP).95 

 
In August 2016, due to internal conflict, the group split into two factions. Abu Musab al-

Barnawi (according to some, BH’s founder Mohammed Yusuf’s son, who led the BH faction 
known as Jamah al-Ahl al-Sunna al-Haqq wal-Jihad [as BH] Fi Sabilillah [fil-Sab al-Allah, 
spelling word by word, and adding the meaning of “in the cause of Allah” or, more befittingly, 
“for the sake of Allah,” referring to those “who fights [jihad] for the cause of Allah”), was 
supported by Islamic State as the ISWAP new wali (leader in hausa). As a consequence, 
Shekau’s core faction broke with IS and utilised BH’s original official name, Jamah al-Ahl al-
Sunna lil-Dawa wal-Jihad.96 
 

13. Ansaru 

In 2011, Khalid Al-Barnawi, former mujahid in Bel Mokhtar’s katiba, created some terrorist 
cells in North Western Nigeria, in order to implement AQ-style attacks (martyrdom against 
high values, institutional, foreign interests’ targets). In May 2011, his groups was known as AQ 
in the Lands beyond the Sahel (no official Romanised Arabic or Arabic name found) when it 
led some Kidnap and Ransom (K&R),97 in order to stress its willingness to link directly with 
AQC and carry out global jihad.  

 
On 26 January 2012, it separated officially from BH and adopted a new name, Jamah al-

Ansar al-Muslimin fil-Bilad al-Sudan (Group of the Helpers/Defenders of the Muslims in the 
Land of Africa), contracted in Ansaru, and its leader adopted the war name of Abou Osama Al-
Ansori.  

 
‘Al-Sudan’ is a traditional Arabic term to refer to the Islamic Sub-Saharan strip (nowadays 

known as the Sahel), from Senegal to the current border between Sudan and Ethiopia and, for 
extension, to the whole Sub-Saharan Africa. 

                                                           
95 Bueno, Alberto, and Altuna, Sergio (eds.): Observatorio sobre la actividad yihadista en el Magreb y el Sahel 
Occidental: abril 2015”, GESI Seguridad internacional (5 May 2015), Granada, GESI. 
96 Echeverría Jesús, Carlos: “Consecuencias de la enésima escisión de Boko Haram para el futuro del grupo 
terrorista”, IEEE Documento de investigación, nº 03 (2017), (10 April 2017), Madrid, IEEE, at 
http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_investig/2017/DIEEEINV03-
2017_Escision_BokoHaram_CEcheverria.pdf; Botha, Anneli; Ewi, Martin; Salifu, Uyo; and Abdile, Mahdi: 
“Understanding Nigerian citizens’ perspectives on Boko Haram”, ISS Monograph, nº 196 (March 2017), Pretoria, 
Institute for security studies, at https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/monograph196.pdf, p. 2. 
97 Mohammed, op. cit., p. 30. 
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Ansaru closely collaborated with MOJWA in Mali, as they were created in the same period and 
shared some objectives. As MOJWA, Ansaru stressed its local, African geographic scope, as 
its name reflected.98 
 
13.1. Haraka al-Muhajirin wal-Mujahidin 

The main katiba of Ansaru is that led by Al-Barnawi, called Haraka al-Muhajirin wal-
Mujahidin (Movement of the Emigrants and the Mujahidin) or Jund al-Allah (Army/Division 
of God), 99  stressed that the character is strictly doctrinal, but still with a strong military 
connotation. The name of the katiba almost completes the reference to the ansar of the umbrella 
group Ansaru. 

 
Al-Muhajirun are the ‘emigrants’ (‘Those who went on the hijra,’ ie, the first Muslims 

converted, who accompanied Mohammad from Mecca to Medina). A mujahidin is a ‘religious 
fighter,’ ‘who goes to the jihad,’ opposed to the ‘fedayeen’ or ‘political fighter.’ A jund, 
administratively, is a local constituency to ensure tax collection in the medieval Caliphate 
administrative structure. In its military sense, it represents a division, comprising three katiba, 
but it also describes an army in its conquest formation, occupying territory. 

 
14. Conclusion: A Back Door for Counterterrorism 

Taking names seriously is important. ‘Jamah’ is not the same as ‘Jabah,’ just as ‘Jack’ is not 
the same as ‘Jacob,’ even if they sound similar.  

 
This article demonstrates the relevance of the etymological comprehension of the names 

of the jihadist insurgent groups in the Western Sahel. The objective was to find out, through an 
etymological analysis of the names of several West Africa’s insurgent groups, if some 
references to doctrinal, symbolic, historical, ethnic and geographical elements exist and if a 
correlation exists between a change of a name and the likelihood of an attack or the strategy of 
a group. 

 
Names indicate the groups’ ideological and operational scope. New attacks have occurred 

in West Africa and Western Sahel shortly after that a new jihadist group emerged and adopted 
a new name, or other groups chose a new name, or an alliance was announced. 

 
As a verbal act, naming provides direct information through the elements presents in the 

name. Having each element, a very specific meaning, it is likely chosen rationally and thus can 
facilitate the enucleation of some characteristics of the organisation –such as its nature, its 
strategy, its doctrinal corpus, its objectives, etc.  

 
If naming provides information on the groups, security forces could thus take advantage of 

an etymological analysis of the meaning of their references. More tangibly, meanings derived 
from the action of naming can contribute to providing an understanding of their strategies and 
preferences and assess the likelihood that new attacks occur, matching the necessities of law 
enforcement, counter-terrorism, and ultimately, prevention. 

                                                           
98 Varin, op. cit., p. 70; Zenn, Jacob: “A Biography of Boko Haram and the Bay`a to al-Baghdadi”, Combating 
Terrorism Center sentinel, Vol. 8, nº 322 (19 March 2015), CTC at West Point, at 
https://www.ctc.usma.edu/v2/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/CTCSentinel-Vol8Issue322.pdf, p. 19. 
99 Nasrullah, Fulan: “A Break Down Of Current Boko Haram/Yusufiyya Factions And Organizational Structure”, 
Fulan’s SITREP (10 October 2014), at https://fulansitrep.com/2014/10/10/a-break-down-of-current-boko-
haramyusufiyya-factions-and-organizational-structure/. 
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One can argue that, giving information through their names or name changes could be a back 
door for the groups’ opponents that can use the meaning of their names to disclose strategic 
data of their next moves, objectives, geographic scope, and reference community. However, it 
could be an affordable price to pay for the jihadist groups, if using the name becomes useful 
and allow the organisation to not live anonymously anymore, spread their message, appeal to 
new members, and multiply financial sources. 

 
This is because the name is the most visible and most public part of a group, so a ‘neutral,’ 

ie, not meaningful name, would provide less media attention to the group and, thus, less fear, 
and less attention from the target audience would originate, according to the example of Al-
Qaeda that Contegiacomo100 uses. As Nilsson101 says, “some terrorist groups have appreciated 
the media attention helping them spread their political message.” 

 
The new name could help internationalise the group and raise recruitment.102 A name or a 

name change could be used for a rough guide for any propaganda action, through transmitting 
the groups’ reasons and goals to the international audience or, in addition, the idea of the 
organisations’ commitment to potential militants. The announcement of new partnerships or 
networks of alliances could be communicated through a name.  

 
In addition, a name could mislead or deter opponents or competitors, or indicate new 

strategic conceptions. Alternatively, it could certify a de facto situation and highlight the links 
with a local, ethnically defined supporting community. Identity is reinforced through a name, 
and naming could highlight new doctrinal interpretations, or a switch to non-traditional 
geographic areas of action and the expansion of the insurgency to find new strongholds, etc.  

 
Also, Sander and Enders 103  say that terrorist and insurgent actions are “simulated 

randomness,” as to say, jihadists are not stating where they are focusing and what their 
objectives are, and “make their attacks seem ‘random’ to the public in order to intimidate and 
terrorise, as well as make their next attack difficult to anticipate.” 

 
As branding studies highlight, names are chosen deliberately as tools to transmit messages 

and maximises the strategic utility that its use has.  
 
However, most jihadist insurgent groups use Arabic or elements of Arabic and other local 

languages in their names. The analysed organisations look for inspiration from a radical and/or 
deviant interpretation of Islamic precepts and doctrine. As Arabic is used in the Quran, it is 
considered a sacred language and acquires a symbolic meaning for these organisations. 
Therefore, they usually write their name in classic Arabic.  

                                                           
100 Contegiacomo, Nicole (2007): Rational Choice Theory and the Crime-Terror Nexus: How and Why Terrorist 
and Organized Criminal Groups are Working Together, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina, at 
https://cdr.lib.unc.edu/indexablecontent/uuid:fbb91ad4-d816-4d17-8770-012c9aca7583, pp. 2-10. 
101 Nilsson, Marco: “Interviewing Jihadists: On the Importance of Drinking Tea and Other Methodological 
Considerations”, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, Vol. 0, nº 0 (2 May 2017), at 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2017.1325649. 
102 However, further studies would be needed to see if there is an increase in recruitment after a name change or 
when a new group is built, but the secrecy around the groups' genesis and organisation could make this data 
difficult to achieve or assess. 
103 Sandler, Todd and Enders, Walter: “An economic perspective on transnational terrorism”, European Journal 
of Political Economy, nº 20 (2004): pp. 301-316. DOI: 10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2003.12.007, at 
https://www.kent.ac.uk/economics/documents/GES%20Background%20Documents/Defence/Sandler&Enders%
2004.pdf, p. 2. 
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Sometimes it is difficult to reach an accurate understanding, in particular, because mass media, 
civil society, officials and policy makers, experts and analysts translate these names in an 
incorrect and/or superficial way.  

 
In addition, these groups are often known by the translation of their names into English or 

French and by the acronyms derived from them. While the translation may make 
communication more fluid and intuitive for Western audiences than reporting the original 
names and explaining them, a simplified translation, or a lack of accuracy, could reduce or omit 
the implicit richness of the nuances of these names. As a result, the possibility is reduced to 
gain a full understanding of their meaning, which may help to uncover the extent of their 
strategic plans and the security threat that their activities represent. 

 
This article is intended to fill this gap and contribute to a more conscious understanding of 

the nature of the jihadist groups, pointing out that an etymological analysis matters and is 
necessary to assess whether a correlation exists between some detectable elements in jihadist 
insurgent organisations’ names and their performance and/or strategic development.  

 
Elements included in the jihadist insurgent groups’ names represent the outcome of a 

decision process that takes into account the power of the historical, doctrinal, ethnic references, 
etc., too specific to be considered as “random” aesthetic choices. Usually, the name is the 
clearest expression of the identity. Etymology helps to assess the weight of historical, cultural, 
geographical, ethnic, territorial, ideological and doctrinal references that jihadist organisations’ 
names contain. In the majority of cases a name includes and anticipates some factors of the 
group, such as: 

• its nature (‘Sunni group ...’, ‘Salafist group ...’); 
• its origin/historical legacy (Al-Mourabitoun, Al-Moulathimoun, Masina...); 
• the type of internal organisation (group, movement, organisation, brigade, division, front 

 ...); 
• an actual or aspired-to membership or affiliation (‘Al-Qaeda in ...’); 
• its objectives (‘release ...’, ‘defence of ...’, ‘spreading ...’); 
• the activity of the organisation (jihad... defence... combat...); 
• its doctrinal references (the oneness of God, jihad, Islam, the faith, the Sunna...); 
• the preferred means of reaching its goal (‘jihad ...’, ‘combat ...’, ‘armed’); and 
• its geographical or ethnic outreach (Maghreb, West Africa, Africa, Masina...). 
 

For the purpose of this article, a brand studies approach has been adopted, taking into account 
the power of a commercial brand to provide some kind of information about the group, the same 
way a firm or a company does with its brand, since brands emphasise the distinctive signs, ways 
of acting, aesthetics, actions, symbols, references, etc. that underlines a group’s characteristics. 
A name of a group or organisation is the synthesis of its essence, as it is linked to the personality 
of an entity, whether individual or collective, that needs to assert its identity.  

 
Through the research framework presented, analysts, policymakers, officials, security 

forces, and law enforcement officials can exploit jihadist groups’ willingness (or necessity) to 
give indications, for various reasons (recruitment, mobilisation, propaganda, misleading, 
motivation, etc.), about changes to their strategy/ies, and alike can better identify the 
vulnerability to be hit by the terrorist violence of regions, countries or communities.  
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Appendix: Notes on Text: Glossary, Terminology, Translation and Transliteration 
 
The jihadist groups usually write their name in classic Arabic (Al-Fosha, ‘literary,’ 

‘eloquent’). However, they also sometimes introduce elements of dialects or local variants.  
 
As they mostly utilise classic Arabic, special attention will be paid to the correct 

transcription of the Romanised version of the Arabic names.104 However, priority is given to 
the consistency of information provided and to its readability. As far as possible, the original 
terms in their Roman script have been retained where available, and diacritics have not been 
used in order to prioritise an easier reading, following Vercellin’s lead.105 Also to facilitate 
reading, the Romanised version of the name will be used, if the organisations are better known 
by the acronym of their English (or French) names than by the acronym of their name in their 
original language, or by their whole name.106 

 
Moreover, an English translation of an original Arabic term is avoided if its Romanised 

variant has already entered the sphere of knowledge and common lexicon of the general public 
(e.g. jihad rather than ‘holy war,’ or sharia rather than ‘Islamic law’) or when it expresses, in a 
Romanised Arabic, a general concept which is not better explained through translation (e.g. 
umma by ‘community of Muslim believers [beyond any border];’ katiba by ‘brigade/battalion’). 
However, English equivalent terms will be used to prevent this study from transmitting a feeling 
of exceptionality or certain exoticism regarding religious doctrinal issues related to Islam (for 
example, Allah will not be used in place of ‘God’ or ‘deity’). 

 
A separate transcription will show the correspondence of each word from the Romanised 

Arabic transliteration, even if the lack of a contraction, for a non-expert Arabic student, speaker 
and/or reader, will not lead to a correct phonetic pronunciation and stress. By the way, in most 
circumstances, a contraction is preferred in order to allow an easier read. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
      

                                                           
104 See Rajki, András (2005): Arabic Etymological Dictionary, at 
http://www.academia.edu/4847281/Arabic_Etymological_Dictionary. 
105 Vercellin, Giorgio (2003): Instituciones Del Mundo Musulmán, Barcelona, Bellaterra; see also Villena, 
Miguel Ángel: “De ‘abangán’ a ‘ziyara’”, El País, 26 June 2009, at 
http://elpais.com/diario/2009/06/26/cultura/1245967205_850215.html. 
106 Vercellin, op. cit. 
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Abstract: 
The unveiling of the economic crisis in Europe foregrounds the resurgence of geopolitics in 
transatlantic foreign policy analysis. With the EU project still at risk, a fragmented Europe 
allows Russia to gain ground and challenge the European power balance at large. We argue 
that the U.S. will seriously try to avert such a path and even loss of commitment towards 
further EU integration. In order to keep Europe united, we stress that the U.S. can exploit the 
Ukraine crisis by compelling Europe’s pivotal player (Germany) towards a European 
leadership fully committed to EU integration as its ideal option. 
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 Titulo en Castellano: Reevaluando el panorama geopolítico de Europa después de la 
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          Resumen: 
La crisis económica en Europa ha hecho resurgir de forma prominente la geopolítica en el 
análisis de la política exterior transatlántica.  Estando aún sometido el proyecto de la UE a 
riesgos, una Europa fragmentada permite que Rusia gane terreno y desafíe el equilibrio de 
poder europeo en general. Sostenemos que Estados Unidos intentará seriamente evitar ese 
camino e incluso la pérdida de compromiso hacia una mayor integración de la UE. Para 
mantener unida a Europa, enfatizamos que Estados Unidos puede explotar la crisis de Ucrania 
y obligar al jugador fundamental de Europa, Alemania, a ejercer un liderazgo europeo 
plenamente comprometido con la integración de la UE, como opción ideal  
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1. Introduction: Trouble within the transatlantic community 

“An international system in the midst of profound change sorely needs the resources and 
leadership of a strong and collective Europe”3 which stands as the bridge of U.S. engagement 
in Eurasia. Regarding Europe, potential Eurozone breakdown leading to centrifugal Europe has 
further boosted Russia’s resurgence providing it with the likelihood to exploit cracks in the 
Western Alliance and raising issues for the broader European power balance. With the EU 
suffering a schism from which it might never recover, it is still debatable whether the European 
project can actually survive. The related risk is a potentially overstretched Germany abandoning 
its leading role, with the EU drifting into disarray. Should expectations for such a scenario 
predominate, then there is a possibility for Germany to seek an understanding with Russia on 
security and economic grounds with grave geopolitical implications.  

 In such circumstances, both Europe and the U.S. “will be challenged to make their own 
pivot away from a legacy relationship structured to tackle twentieth-century challenges to a 
more effective partnership that is more global, more equal and better positioned for a very new 
world rising”4. Further to discussing the significance of the pitfalls involved on both sides of 
the Atlantic, we review findings that provide a new direction for the resilience of the 
transatlantic partnership. We argue that U.S. strategy favoring a united Europe can exploit 
events in Ukraine and security fears in Eastern Europe to contain the German-Russian relation, 
leaving Germany with no better option than commitment to lead EU integration.   
 
 In the first part of section 1, we focus on Europe’s creditor-debtor divide between North-
South as the key source of fragmentation residing in both sides being entrapped into a 
partnership-in-debt which is however very difficult to break apart without inflicting mutual 
damage. The predominance of the creditor-debtor divides rather than a consistent European-
wide response to the crisis, apart from sustaining systemic ambivalence and loss of confidence 
has also introduced elements of geopolitical uncertainty. In the second part, we discuss the 
implications for European security as a result of the U.S. geopolitical rebalancing strategy 
introduced by the Obama administration (2009-2016). In the context of its declining 
preeminence, the U.S. will attempt to redefine “balance of power” across global regions5 with 
its allies and partners having to carry a heavier burden on the defense front. As the U.S. grows 
less willing to accommodate free-riders, the Europeans will have to elevate defense spending 
to address their security vacuum including Russia’s revived assertiveness. 
 
 In section 2, we analyze the dynamic interconnections between economic (euro area) 
and security issues (Russia) posing fundamental challenges for the future of the EU and the 
critical role of the U.S. in influencing potential outcomes. The methodology that is followed 
sheds light on how the Ukraine crisis symbolizes a policy shift and a definite signal of 
America’s shifting geopolitical strategy to: a) address the economic and security linkages in the 
EU context, b) establish a balance of power that should keep Europe united and capable of 
sustaining its slow but determined pro-integration drive. We argue that the geopolitical balance 
of power spearheaded by the U.S. in Europe tilts the balance further, perpetuating a partnership 
rather than allowing it to succumb to its cracks. According to this logic, Europe’s pivotal player 
(Germany) will have to perform its leading role by way of stabilizing the Eurozone while 

                                                           
3 Kupchan, Charles A.: “Centrifugal Europe”, Survival, Vol. 54, nº1 (February-March 2012), p. 117. 
4 Hamilton, Daniel S.: “Transatlantic Challenges: Ukraine, TTIP and the Struggle to be Strategic”, JCMS: Journal 
of Common Market Studies, Vol. 52, S1 (September 2014), p. 26. 
5 Goldberg, Jeffrey: “The Obama Doctrine”, The Atlantic, April 2016, at 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-doctrine/471525/ . 
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accepting lesser degrees of freedom regarding the potential reach of its relations with Russia, 
on account of the dilemmas placed upon it by the U.S. in the field of European security. 
 
 In section 3, we assess prospects for a European defense arrangement. Out of 
geopolitical necessity led by the U.S., we argue that a more stand-alone European security 
system contributing its fair share to NATO’s capabilities might come forward. This is hardly 
possible outside the context of rekindled efforts towards EU integration and although these will 
be led by Germany in the economic field, France holds the strongest card on defense issues. 
The prospect of reviving a less asymmetric and more geopolitically balanced Franco-German 
axis provides a window of opportunity for the future of the EU serving as deterrent to potential 
destabilization. In our concluding remarks (section 4), we concentrate on how the Rome 
Declaration might serve as a first indication of intent by leading European powers to address 
the challenges entailed in future integration.  

1.1 The European Schism  

The globalization induced rise of emerging markets via Western technology transfers led them 
to account for half of global GDP by focusing on low-mid technology exports. Advanced 
economies were henceforth supposed to also undergo productive restructuring towards higher 
added value exports to set the basis for sustainable mutual growth via global trade. However, 
there was a twist as emerging markets reverted their traditional collective external deficit to a 
widening surplus, overdone by high savings and currency policies (China, Tigers, and 
commodity producers).  

 Similar efforts by traditional exporters (Germany, Japan) to sustain competitiveness 
doubled the global external surplus and thus deficit6. Surplus countries became creditors via 
capital outflows directed primarily towards private sectors in advanced economies (USA, EU 
periphery) that became debtors, enticed by low interest rates from elevated global liquidity that 
eventually led to the global economic crisis. The crisis soon revealed a global geopolitical 
imbalance well underway and specified in the so-called “relative decline” of the West. This was 
mostly the result of the described economic power diffusion, upsetting the equilibrium of U.S. 
preponderance that was led to adopt a balance of power strategy across global regions 
containing its sole superpower unipolarity. 

  The global economic imbalance specified in the distinct global divide between large 
creditor and debtor economies has its counterpart in Europe. This lies in the North as creditor 
(Germany, Scandinavian economies, Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands) focusing on 
export-led growth while the South and less so East Europe as debtor on spending-led growth 
(South & Eastern Europe, Ireland, UK). The process was triggered by elevated global liquidity 
and post-Euro low interest rates under diminished country risk perceptions. Broadly, the North 
kept recycling its external surpluses to the rest via capital flows, generating equivalent and 
unprecedented external deficits (Figure 1). This also encouraged a resource shift towards 
exports for creditors and towards the home market for debtors as their economies overheated 
and became less competitive. 

 

 

                                                           
6 Dumas, Charles (2010): Globalisation Fractures: How Major Nations’ Interests Are Now in Conflict, London, 
Profile Books. 
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Figure 1. External Deficits 

 
Source: EU Economic & Financial Affairs, own calculations 

Post-crisis, incompatible export-led and spending-led growth models by creditors-debtors 
required rebalancing via a role reversal. Creditors becoming more internally oriented for their 
growth boosting spending while debtors more externally oriented raising savings and net 
exports to creditors. Further, to containing external imbalances and debt this would allow for 
productive restructuring as creditors had pre-crisis and for over a decade overextended in 
exportable and debtors in non-exportable sectors. What stands out is that post-crisis and given 
a common currency most debtors engaged in austerity eliminating external deficits, while 
creditors hardly adjusted. Instead, they opted for self-imposed austerity penalizing domestic 
demand ensuring the perpetuation of still high trade surpluses backed by competitive wage 
restraint. In this context, debtors had limited potential to grow as wage reductions - given that 
productivity enhancing reforms take time to materialize - shrank their home market while more 
importantly weak domestic demand by creditors contained their ability to grow by exporting. 
Thus, gains from the free trade zone were revealed as asymmetric, to say the least, and the Euro 
too inflexible requiring the slow and politically painful process of gaining competitiveness 
mostly via wage declines for debtors with hardly any accommodation by creditors. 
Fragmentation was most evident in Southern Europe, which instead of realizing gains similar 
to those seen by emerging markets via FDI from advanced countries saw their economies tilting 
in the opposite direction. The unfinished monetary union did not allow for a united and efficient 
response to the crisis or Europe wide policy coordination upfront. The consequent European 
race to the bottom was revealed in stagnant growth and persistent core-periphery divergence 
(Figure 2). Even creditors barely regained GDP losses despite partly replacing intra with extra 
European exports, explaining their post crisis large external surpluses averaging at 5.8% GDP 
per country.  

Figure 2. GDP Growth

 
Source: LSR analysis 
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This European policy induced economic underperformance not only intensified the drift against 
debtor countries but also fueled global tension as it ended up generating growing external 
surpluses for the EU as a whole, with Germany having exceeded pre-crisis levels. These keep 
fueling global imbalances amounting to a beggar-thy-neighbor stance implying that Europe 
aims to recover primarily by exporting at the expense of the rest of the world i.e. China, U.S. 
and Japan (Figure 3).  

Figure 3. Foreign Trade 

  
Source: LSR analysis 

Will the latter keep accommodating Europe and its creditor economies? Efforts by China-Japan 
to regain via weaker currencies and U.S. expressed annoyance at Germany sustain tension. 
Currently, the global economy keeps relying on U.S. expansionary policies and action by 
central banks supporting what proves to be an ever-lagging demand that simply sustains a global 
growth underperformance often specified in secular stagnation at country level, especially for 
advanced economies7. This is because such policies postpone the “creative destruction” entailed 
in productive resource reallocation required by both creditors-debtors away from the respective 
sectors in which each had overextended as a prerequisite for reinstating the basis for global 
growth via sustainable trade patterns. 

 The implications of the European debacle for prosperity encouraged the rise of anti-
Euro sentiment and elevated once more the issues of national sovereignty, epitomized with 
Brexit and the rise of political populism across countries, as crisis resolution implied even 
greater interdependence in the future. The uncontrollable nature of popular sentiment brought 
to the limelight the geopolitical imbalance in Europe arising from risks posed to the Eurozone 
that by default elevate Russia’s position. The initial focus was on South Europe as it directly 
relates to economic Eurozone risks and security issues via migration flows. Yet, Eastern Europe 
(including the Balkans) plays a crucial role for core geopolitical issues vis-à-vis Russia 
especially as national sovereignty issues in these countries are on the rise. However, the final 
resolution will greatly depend on Germany as de facto EU leader with a special relation to the 
U.S. and Russia as stakeholders in geopolitical developments in Europe. This will be the focus 
of the rest of this article. 

 

 

                                                           
7 Summers, Lawrence H.: “US Economic Prospects: Secular Stagnation, Hysteresis and the Zero Lower Bound”, 
Business Economics, Vol. 49, nº 2 (April 2014), pp. 65-73. 
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1.2 U.S. foreign policy revisited: Implications for European security 

1.2.1 Enter the United States: From sole superpower to balance of power 

With international politics slipping from their post-Cold War peak, global challenges continue 
shifting the centers of economic power and progressively redirecting the flow of political 
authority and influence. In the context of its declining preeminence, the U.S. will still continue 
to engage itself as the leading power. However, instead of a hegemon, America will avoid 
overstretch and likely simulate the role of “a chairman of the board, convener-in-chief, a 
catalyzer and -decreasingly- the world’s first responder to global crises” 8 . Towards this 
direction, in order to maintain U.S. primacy and a liberal international order within the wide 
contours of America’s globalism, the Obama administration (2009-2016) set the context for 
pursuing a grand strategy across issues and regions “at reduced costs, via more supple and 
energetic diplomacy, and in ways that better reflected the shifting landscape of global power”9.  

 Following power politics limitations as a result of the failure in Iraq and the side effects 
of the debt crisis, the administration has introduced a “balance of power” strategy and its 
adjustment in the modern global context of “diminishing unipolarity and even transition 
towards a multipolar world in the future. This strategy is primarily a means towards a 
geopolitical rebalancing process. On the one hand it addresses “relative decline” on account of 
emerging players and on the other the unveiling of pre-existing regional imbalances that had 
remained frozen under the security consensus imposed by the hegemonic force”10. As a strategy-
driven and priority-focused policy, this rebalancing process facilitates U.S. aims to minimize 
its reliance on direct control and military intervention. It resorts instead to shifting dynamic 
alliance relationships with regional players to achieve and maintain a new balance of power. 
Even so, America will continue acting as the primary balancer for coherently tying together 
regional strategies and –when necessary- throwing its combined weight to correct deviations 
from the desired regional balances11.  

 What is more, this strategy of managing regional balances of power enables the U.S. to 
effectively prepare a rebalance of its engagement geographically e.g. to address the long-term 
challenge of potential U.S.-China bipolarity. As a pacifist President, Barack Obama put forward 
the need for establishing a closer and more favorable geopolitical understanding between 
Washington and Beijing over regional security. By reducing its security footprint in regions 
like Europe and the Middle East, the U.S. administration decided to pave the way for 
progressively pivoting its strategic gaze to Asia-Pacific with the aim of becoming the central 
broker in China’s external relations12. While cementing Beijing’s “peaceful rise”13 through its 
deeper integration into the international order, the U.S. attempts to maximize its leverage to 
allow for forms of global cooperation with China avoiding however to concede global and even 
overt regional power sharing. 

 
                                                           
8 Manning, Robert A.: “US Strategy in a Post-Western World”, Survival, Vol. 55, nº. 5 (October-November 2013), 
p. 124. 
9 Brands, Hal: “Barack Obama and the Dilemmas of American Grand Strategy”, The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 
39, nº.4, (Winter 2017), pp. 102-104. 
10  Anastasiadis, George: “The Global Economic Crisis and International Order”, International Journal of 
Economics, Vol. 10, nº. 2 (December 2016), p. 122. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Brooks, Stephen; Ikenberry,  John  G.  and  Wohlforth, William  C.:    “Lean  Forward:  In  Defense  of  American  
Engagement”, Foreign  Affairs,  Vol. 92,  No. 1 (January-February 2013), pp. 130-142 
13 Ikenberry, John G.: “Liberal World Order: Internationalism After America”, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 90, No. 3 
(May-June 2011), p. 27. 
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1.2.2 Enter Europe: The end of “free-riding” 

A fundamental element of President Obama’s strategy of continuity with U.S. global leadership,  
has been to redefine “leadership as creating the conditions within which America’s friends and 
allies have fewer incentives to ‘free-ride’ on U.S. foreign policy and greater commitment to 
accept their share of responsibility for addressing global problems”. 14  In line with the 
President’s view of “taking a more restrained, economical, and precise approach to using U.S. 
military power”15, the administration approached the transatlantic partnership and judged its 
value “far more pragmatically and with less of a Eurocentric focus, than many European allies 
had originally expected”.16 It was time for Europe to stop punching below its weight, become 
more operationally effective and carry a larger part of the transatlantic defense burden.   

 Back in 2011, the most noticeable example of U.S. security policy in Europe was given 
by former Secretary of Defense Robert Gates. He warned America’s NATO allies that NATO 
has become a ‘two-tier organization’ and a “future U.S. Congress will not allocate resources to 
European security if Europeans are unwilling to invest in their own defense”17 and benefit from 
the synergy effects of their combined existing resources. Similarly, “the administration’s 2012 
Defense Strategic Guidance made clear that a key aspect of preserving U.S. military dominance 
entailed husbanding that power to a greater degree”18. In light of the above, as of January 2017, 
following the surprise election of Donald Trump, the new administration has utterly evoked the 
daunting imbalanced burden-sharing within America’s alliances; including its pronounced 
unwillingness to continue supporting allies who still hesitate supporting themselves19.  

 Although the Trump administration approaches U.S. foreign policy quite differently 
compared to previous administrations (including U.S. strategy towards Russia), a variety of 
domestic considerations imply that as the administration continues to evolve its strategy, it will 
probably be pulled and finally come to terms with the historical mainstream of America’s global 
policy. Sooner or later, according to the baseline scenario, “the foreign and security policies 
pursued by the Trump administration may ultimately turn out to be more conventional than his 
critics fear”20. Continuing on this line, the Europeans have more incentives to upgrade their 
security arrangements and less room to maneuver on free-riding the U.S. In the next sections, 
the article will focus on how the crisis in Ukraine and Russia’s power status have served as a 

                                                           
14  Jones, Erik: “The United States needs Europe”, The Cipher Brief, 25 March 2016, at 
https://www.thecipherbrief.com/article/europe/the-united-states-needs-europe. 
15 See Brands, op. cit., p. 105. 
16 See Hamilton, op. cit., p. 27. 
17  See Manning, op. cit., p. 125. In his much-discussed speech Gates also underlined the issue of a possible 
generational afoot in the United States: “Future U.S. political leaders –those for whom the Cold War was not the 
formative experience that it was for me- may not consider the return on America’s investment in NATO worth 
the cost”. Six years later, in February 2017, in an apparent reference to Obama’s successor President Donald 
Trump, U.S. Secretary of Defense James Mattis told his NATO peers that “the impatience Secretary Gates 
predicted is now a governmental reality”. See Valášek, Tomáš: “A New Transatlantic Security Bargain”, 
Carnegie Europe, 23 May 2017, at http://carnegieeurope.eu/2017/05/23/new-transatlantic-security-bargain-pub-
70050. 
18 See Brands, op. cit., p. 105. 
19  Indicatively, “the administration wants each NATO ally to produce by the end of 2017 a concrete plan 
demonstrating how and when it will spend 2% GDP on defense (only five do so far), with 20% allocated to the 
modernization of equipment and infrastructure”. Hamilton, Daniel S.: “Trump’s Jacksonian Foreign Policy and its 
Implications for European Security”, Swedish Institute of International Affairs, Ulbrief No.2 (2017), at 
https://www.ui.se/globalassets/butiken/ui-brief/2017/hamilton-ui--brief.-05-23.pdf.   
20 Ibid., p. 4. See also Larres, Klaus: “Donald Trump and America’s Grand Strategy: U.S. Foreign Policy Toward 
Europe, Russia and China”, Global Policy, May 2017, at  http://transatlanticrelations.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/05/Larres-Donald-Trump-and-America%E2%80%99s-Grand-Strategy-U.S.-foreign-
policy-toward-Europe-Russia-and-China-Global-Policy-May-2017.pdf. 
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testing ground for assessing both Obama’s balance of power strategy in Europe and Trump’s 
policy for faster delivering on European burden-sharing. 

2. Europe’s strategic landscape: A geopolitically contestable region 

The ongoing Eurozone crisis highlights a range of multi-year problems and serves as the 
absolute dashboard for addressing the challenges that will irrevocably shape European 
integration’s future prospects. The existing risk factor of a declining EU, in both absolute and 
relative terms, will irreversibly harm the transatlantic community’s combined capabilities 
thereby causing a major economic and security concern for U.S. strategy in Eurasia. Putting an 
end to the European project which served as a model for others to follow in institutions of global 
governance would constitute a great setback for the West. Analysis would then focus on how 
badly America’s core competence and ‘imperial flagship’ for sustaining its role as a global 
actor, particularly its ideological strength of democratic culture, will be harmed.  

 Taking note of the Eurozone crisis, the study of both history and international relations 
reveals that geopolitical matters eventually take precedence over pure economic issues. 
Germany’s lack of flexibility as de facto EU leader might jeopardize and even derail the 
European project. “The risky scenario would be for Germany to become too overstretched to 
drive the EU project that would then fall in disarray”21.  In an environment where core EU 
balances have been fragmented, the art of geopolitics involves obeying the rules of a medium-
term game strategy. Considering that the main European creditor is aware of such an 
unavoidable scenario, is there any alternative strategy for Germany? The only available policy 
instrument for sustaining its ‘hyper’ export-dependent growth model would involve the pursuit 
of a greater strategic approach and the establishment of an enhanced partnership with Russia.  

 Bearing in mind that “Germany’s policy toward Russia has long been based on political 
engagement and economic interdependence” 22 , a purely economic perspective based on 
commercial realism would recognize the benefits of promoting a German-Russian axis. Such a 
policy would allow a further boost of German exports in exchange for energy and cheap labor 
for FDI and even migration. This would require an understanding with Russia to ensure security 
for both Germany and also Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) as both a sphere of influence and 
a security buffer versus Russia23 . “In this case, an ideal but far from certain scenario for 
Germany would be continued security backing by an alarmed U.S. eager to avoid on the one 
hand overt compromises by Germany towards Russia and on the other a potential break-up of 
the Franco-German axis leading to a return towards bilateralism that would elevate Russia’s 
position with France potentially forced to upgrade relations with Russia to antagonize 
Germany.” 24  All of the above point towards an environment presenting similarities and 
centrifugal forces with post-War Europe. This risky scenario might be approached as extreme 
yet critical primarily due to its geopolitical viability, on the assumption that EU dismantling 
comes to be perceived as highly likely, leaving fragmented Europe in a state of conflict and 
uncertainty. Nonetheless, the U.S. would decisively act to minimize such risk factor which 
poses a series of strategic implications for its policy in Eurasia.  

 In view of the above, with Russia’s strategic behavior coming forward more belligerent 
over time, the conflict in Ukraine and the future of Europe’s order in the post-Soviet space 
further highlight the dynamic interconnections between economic and security issues at the EU 
                                                           
21 See Anastasiadis, op. cit., p. 137. 
22 Kundnani, Hans: “Leaving the West Behind: Germany Looks East”, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 94, nº 1 (January-
February 2015), at http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/142492/hans-kundnani/leaving-the-west-behind. 
23 Friedman, George (2016): Flashpoints: The Emerging Crisis in Europe, New York, Anchor, 2016. 
24 See Anastasiadis, op. cit., p. 137. 
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level. That being said, as a consequence of the Ukraine crisis, Europe finds itself well positioned 
as a meeting point between: a) the geopolitical rebalancing process that identifies current U.S. 
grand strategy across issues and regions with Europe committed to carry a larger part of the 
transatlantic defense burden b) the fundamental necessity of establishing and managing a 
European balance of power to preserve EU’s integration process and deter Russia's new 
assertiveness, c) the importance of containing Germany’s de facto European leadership under 
U.S. security umbrella demonstrating to Germany that it does need Europe in order to be 
relevant in the future and should thus focus on addressing the challenges that can weaken the 
EU.  

2.1 The Ukraine crisis and U.S. policy: Grasping the big picture 

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, former USSR has faced a demise of more than 40% 
loss of territorial influence in Caucasus, Central Asia and Europe. The defeat of the Great 
Russia vision that had been sustained for decades was replaced by increased concerns over 
Russia’s dramatically eroded geopolitical position and its containment by the U.S. Even more, 
Russia’s failure to modernize its economy alongside the key constraints of its poor 
socioeconomic status related to oligarchic state capitalism’s chronic problems of extensive 
corruption and grim demography, do not allow for the empire vision of a Euro-Asiatic prime 
power to flourish.  On the contrary, despite its partial revival after the traumatic post-socialist 
transition period, Russia still faces the symptoms of a sliding economy and a declining power.  

 Having affirmed an authoritarian political tradition that seems to sustain a dysfunctional 
state and a weak country, Russian President Vladimir Putin applies his counter-policy in a 
dictatorial fashion. As such, the strategic dilemma of Russia’s geopolitical orientation between 
West and East keeps hanging on. Kremlin’s strategy of “defensive aggression” is not a 
confident revisionist one. Rather it portrays Russia’s last hope for sustaining a modus vivendi 
with the West. By adopting a protectionist pattern through a set of destabilizing policies over 
critical buffer territories, Russia is struggling to hold its dominant role against the West as the 
undisputed regional power broker. An opportunistic stance in the urge to attract short-term 
gains, it presents the example of a declining power attempting to reverse its medium to long 
run worsening geopolitical outlook.  

 The conflict in Ukraine might serve as an important testing ground for the various 
possible outcomes. As a pivotal state, in both geopolitical and cultural terms, Ukraine matters 
most for Putin’s regime. Putting Russian views into perspective, Ukraine’s independence from 
Kremlin’s control would imply further retreat in:  a) vast European space and bargaining power 
that serve as a core buffer zone to the West for securing Russia’s strategic depth, b) Black Sea 
dominance c) Russian claim to act for a pan-Slavic identity which coupled with loss of the 
Baltics negate the vision for a Euro-Asiatic empire. 
 
 Facing the risk of losing Ukraine as a whole and accepting a major geopolitical defeat 
of its core interests over the crown jewel of the former Russian empire, it was soon evident that 
only in the strategic Crimean Peninsula, “where there was already a substantial Russian military 
presence and was in any sense under Moscow’s control”25 could the Russians save face. Thus, 
to secure their vital naval base in Sevastopol (home of the Black Sea fleet) through the use of 
conventional and hybrid warfare26, Russia invaded and annexed Crimea in March 2014. “By 
                                                           
25 Freedman, Lawrence: “Ukraine and the Art of Crisis Management”, Survival, Vol. 56, nº 3 (May 2014), p. 21. 
26 Russia “has used such hybrid tactics for nearly eight years against Georgia, Ukraine, Moldova, the Baltic 
States, Poland, and others. They include fomenting political insurrection, cyber-attacks, energy cutoffs, nuclear 
intimidation, provocative military exercises and deployments, incursions using special operations forces, direct 
military invasion, and annexation”. See Binnendijk, Hans: “Deterring Putin’s Russia”, Center for Transatlantic 
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annexing Crimea, on the basis of its military significance and ethnic composition, Russia 
revived some of the classic concerns of European security”27 and convinced the Americans’ of 
its aggressive status. Most importantly, Russia’s Ukraine policy allowed Washington to start 
coordinating an alliance system that places Moscow in a tactical confrontation game of 
medium-term character which is far too difficult for Russia to win.  Very quickly, Crimea’s 
invasion “resulted in the expulsion of Russia from the G8, the breakdown of relations between 
Russia and the United States, a significant cooling of relations between Russia and Western 
Europe, and the use of economic sanctions by the West against Russia.”28  
 
 Based on the present situation, a primary alternative policy for Russia would be to turn 
to Asia, with the visible risk of triggering a U.S.-China alliance to contain Russian influence. 
After all, Russia and China constitute geopolitical rivalries with conflicting interests, both in 
Central Asia over Russian efforts for continuing to monopolize energy resources and Eastern 
Siberia traditionally eyed by China. In essence, China’s rise in the East coupled with the empty 
Russian territories of Siberia add another risk for loss of influence possibly more serious than 
Ukraine. Beyond that, in the next sections we discuss how Russia lost the potential for a future 
alliance with Germany. As a result of the crisis in Ukraine, it is now perceived as a more than 
downside scenario. Thus, Russia can’t believably threaten the West with a potential anti-U.S. 
alliance with either China or Germany. More likely, Russia can find itself strategically squeezed 
between an expanding Europe and China. Such a path highlights the burdensome position in 
which Kremlin might be moving towards. In fact, any future gains depend almost entirely on 
the inability of Europeans to sustain the EU project and hopes that they repeat their historical 
proneness towards self-destruction including with Russia’s participation.  
 
 To draw a conclusion, as Russia faces symptoms of a retreating power, “this is in the 
end far more a Russian crisis than a western one.”29 As such, Europe and the U.S. should be 
more confident to deal with Russia’s decline. With this in mind, the European option can 
breathe new life into Russia providing that Russians accept the real and accurate dimensions of 
their downgraded power. However, should Russia wish to turn to the West, this course of action 
will have to be compatible with the terms and conditions set by the EU and the U.S. Noting that 
a backsliding regional actor does not meet the required standards for global power sharing, it is 
preferable for Russia to accept the West’s political platform for closer mutual cooperation. In 
the interim, the U.S is likely to assume that “with Russia and Ukraine, what continues to be 
required is a mixture of efforts designed to shore up Ukraine economically and militarily, 
strengthen NATO, and sanction Russia.”30   
 

                                                           
Relations, 5 February 2015, at http://transatlantic.sais-jhu.edu/transatlantic-topics/Articles/wider-
europe/Deterring_Putin.pdf.  
27 Freedman, op. cit., p. 8. 
28 Wright, Thomas: “The Rise and Fall of the Unipolar Concert”, The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 37, nº 4 (October 
2014), p. 19. The alignment of tactical responses by Americans and Europeans has also included “reinforcement 
of Baltic, Polish and Romanian airspace and territory, and efforts to deepen U.S. and EU ties with the new 
Ukrainian government”. See Hamilton, “Transatlantic Challenges”, op. cit., p. 31. 
29 Freedman, op. cit., p. 29. 
30 Haas, Richard N.: “The Unraveling: How to Respond to a Disordered”, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 93, nº 6 
(November-December 2014), at http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/142202/richard-n-haass/the-unraveling. 
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2.2 From “leadership avoidance reflex” 31  to “chief facilitating” 32  leadership: 
Washington’s engagement in Berlin’s balancing strategy  
 
Taking into account that between Russia and China perceptions of fears and mutual suspicion 
towards one another will prevail, it is difficult for Russia to carry out this policy with success. 
With Russians being the ones that face the highest risk, they acknowledge their relative 
weakness for embarking on such a long-term strategic approach towards China. If this is the 
case, then the Russian pendulum swings in Germany's favor. The size of the Russian market to 
accommodate German exports side by side with Germany’s energy dependence on Russian gas, 
are evidences of Moscow’s strong bargaining position vis-à-vis Berlin. The conflict in Ukraine 
signifies the overturn of such a possibility and displays Germany’s “limited ability as secondary 
power to uphold an independent course even inside let alone outside Europe”33. Accordingly, it 
allows the U.S. to pursue a balancing strategy over Germany’s reluctant and contested position 
to address the phenomenon of ‘leaderless Europe’ 34  and fit the pressing needs of a more 
committed EU leadership. As a further matter, the Ukraine crisis paves the way and introduces 
more favorable conditions for reviving the Franco-German tandem which could unlock the 
process of a more functional and coherent EU. 
 
 In particular, Russia’s decision to escalate the conflict in Ukraine and move to forcefully 
annex Crimea symbolizes the end of Germany’s neutral arbiter role between Russia and the 
West. 35  Undeniably, Russia’s counterattack in Crimea caused a serious security issue in 
Germany and CEE countries thereby forcing Berlin to shift its policy and strongly participate 
in the western front against the Russian threat. Hence, the Germans, tied into a stalemate 
suitable to American interests, are now compelled to play a leading role in a precarious state of 
affairs with Russia. As a result of the security dilemmas placed by the U.S., Berlin joins forces 
with Washington to face Russia’s aggressiveness. Indisputably, without U.S. support and the 
guarantees it provides for Europe’s security concerns, the geopolitical role of Germany in CEE 
is in serious doubt. The second factor responsible for putting extra pressure on Germany’s 
Russia policy and further favoring American interests, associates with the strong reactions to 
counter Russia’s aggression on behalf of CEE countries (with Poland being the most prominent 
one36). After all, the group of CEE countries remained suspicious and never consented to be put 
under Germany’s absolute dominance. Correspondingly, due to heightened security concerns, 

                                                           
31 Paterson, Willie (2015): “The Making of German European Policy” in The Routledge Handbook of German 
Politics & Culture, London, Routledge, pp. 315-328. 
32 In early 2015, following the Ukraine crisis, Germany’s Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier announced 
that “Germany will seek to play an efficient role as Europe’s ‘chief facilitating officer’”. See Hellmann, Gunther: 
“Germany’s World: Power and Followership in a Crisis-Ridden Europe”, Global Affairs, Vol. 2, nº 1 (January 
2016), p.7. 
33 See Anastasiadis, op. cit., p. 137. 
34 Bulmer, Simon and Paterson, William E: “Germany as the EU’s Reluctant Hegemon? Of Economic Strength 
and Political Constraints”, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 20, nº 10 (December 2013), p. 1401. 
35 With Germany defining its interests in primarily economic terms while also obeying the rules of a dove foreign 
policy, “a strategy of binding Russia through socializing the country into European values (‘Einbindung’)” had 
been chosen by Berlin as the most suitable pattern of cooperation”. See Larsen, Henrik Boesen Lindbo: “The 
Russo-Georgian War and Beyond: Towards a European Great Power Concert”, European Security, Vol. 21, nº 1 
(March 2012), pp. 103-111. Noting that the strategy of ‘rapprochement through economic interlocking’ has failed, 
the deepening of the Ukraine crisis has produced a shift in German political establishment and public sentiment 
for a more active involvement in Europe’s security affairs. See also Keller, Patrick: “Germany in NATO: The 
Status Quo Ally”, Survival, Vol. 54, nº 3 (June 2012), p. 104.  
36 “Connected with Poland’s threat perception roles are its use of force roles as a ‘reliable ally’ and using force 
pro-actively. Despite the centrality of NATO and the United States in Polish security, highlighting the country’s 
Atlanticist’ role conception.” Chappell, Laura: “Poland in Transition: Implications for European Security and 
Defence Policy”, Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 31, nº 2 (August 2010), p. 229. 
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Germany or even the EU would be unable to defend them on their own. Instead, prevailing 
national security views embrace the role of the U.S. as the de facto regional security guarantor. 
Finally, CEE countries want to avoid being excluded from a series of critical negotiations that 
will follow between Berlin and Washington on the regional security outlook37 and assign this 
role exclusively to Germany. 
 
 With Poland to be set now as an interlocutor between Germany and Russia, the crisis in 
Ukraine highlights the potential of a future European tripartite partnership (the “Weimar 
Triangle”38) which has been supported by the U.S. In a period when France’s economic status 
continues to weaken and becomes increasingly asymmetric compared to the German one, an 
upgrade of its role in Europe’s political and strategic affairs enhances French influence and 
contributes to a more efficient foreign and security policy-oriented EU39. Likewise, developing 
a Franco-German risk sharing partnership will further facilitate Berlin’s efforts for the joint 
exercise of a geopolitical role compatible with the transatlantic views expressed. The above 
have set in motion a diplomatic victory for Washington. Needless to say, that such a medium-
term strategy indicates a stepwise process that has to be done carefully and above all 
strategically for being implemented to the full extent. As the risk of an accident always lurks, 
one should bear in mind that the U.S. unfolds its policy in a remote context.  
 
 Furthermore, in terms of the sanctions imposed by the West, Germany cannot step away 
from this context anymore. Berlin’s focus will now turn on its bridge builder role with the aim 
of avoiding another round of escalation surrounding Ukraine’s frozen conflict. If Berlin decides 
to break the transatlantic front, it will pay a high price with the obvious risk of losing ground in 
CEE. That being said, it is not a coincidence that in the end, the Germans went beyond against 
the Russians and “took the lead in both coordinating sanctions within the EU and in negotiating 
a ceasefire with Russian President Putin”40. At the same time, neither Russia has exerted strong 
pressure on Germany, presenting it with a dilemma which, at least currently, it does not wish 
to set, since the odds against it are compelling. President Putin will likely have to accept that 
breaking up the Western Alliance must be postponed for a more appropriate date. Moreover, 
despite any reactions, there is no sign of strong pressure within Germany itself for withdrawing 
its support over sanctioning Russia. Although some form of ‘special relationship’ between 
Berlin and Moscow will continue to exist the real issue has always been to contain and devalue 
its future prospects. Still and all, as long as Putin’s regime preserves its dominant position it 
will be hard for the West to take meaningful steps and reset its relationship with Russia. 
 
3. A race against time: Europe’s struggle to be strategic 

The success of America’s balance of power strategy in Europe touches on the delicate issue that 
a higher-degree of burden sharing among its European allies comes forward.41 Towards this 

                                                           
37 Regarding Polish strategic culture in particular, “the betrayal of the Poles by their allies at Yalta in 1945 is 
especially significant and has led to the Polish belief that the country should be a dependable ally, that it should 
support the principle of self-determination, and that Poland should always participate in decisions concerning its 
interests […] Essentially, Poland’s European allies failed at every point to support and protect the country against 
invasion in 1939, and skepticism regarding the European’s security and defence competence has remained.” Ibid. 
38 “Weimar” stands for the triangular relationship between Germany, France and Poland which has, for good 
reasons, been conceptualized by German strategists right after unification as the core (and by necessity trilateral) 
relationship of Europe’s “central power” on the one hand and its most important strategic partners to the West and 
East –both of whom had been victimized in special ways by German power”. See Hellmann, op. cit., p.8. 
39 See Larsen, op. cit., p. 107. 
40 See Hellmann, op. cit., p.7. 
41 In 2016, U.S. defense spending stood at 3.61% of its GDP compared to a combined 1.47% for NATO’s 
European allies. 
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direction, at NATO’s Wales Summit in September 2014, the member-states of the Alliance 
agreed to set higher defense spending goals42 and reaffirmed the NATO goal for spending 2% 
of their GDP on defense by 202443. On top of that, the Wales Summit “took important steps in 
the direction of amplifying NATO’s deterrent capability against a Russian conventional attack 
on its eastern flank”44. “By late 2016, “the long post-Cold War slide in European defense 
budgets had apparently bottomed out, the alliance was implementing a quasi-permanent troop 
presence in Eastern Europe, and Washington and its allies were working to improve 
interoperability, prepositioning, rapid response, anti-access/area denial defeat, and other critical 
capabilities”45.  

 With the end of Obama’s administration and the beginning of Trump’s Presidency, 
America’s allies understood that the new administration will be more results-oriented on the 
defense front for European burden-sharing. In addition, Europeans were more than alarmed 
when listening to President Trump’s statements for adopting a softer stance and pursuing a 
policy of constructive re-engagement with Russia. Nevertheless, a more stay-the-course 
approach will probably prevail over the new administration’s Russian policy46. Be that as it may, 
due to America’s diminishing direct involvement, the Europeans have acknowledged that they 
remain fully exposed and with minimal security arrangements to deter Russia’s revived 
assertiveness. Hence, in an era of daunting challenges for sustaining the momentum of 
European integration, EU member-states also face an unprecedented security and above all 
geopolitical risk for defending the European order.  

 With that in mind, boosting efforts for enhancing European defense capabilities will 
provide a solid counterweight to hold the process of existing centrifugal forces that accelerates 
the division of the EU. Such ambitious megaprojects take long time to get off the ground, 
require consistent commitments on behalf of the member-states involved and make almost no 
sense outside the EU framework and the deepening of the integration process. To put it briefly, 
the path leading to an undisturbed upgrade of Europe’s security goes hand in hand with taking 
further steps towards European supranationalism. Conclusively, the idea of European 
integration and the logic of collective action will be the most pivotal ones for gradually ensuring 
capable and lasting deterrence against Russia. 

 Tackling Moscow’s neo-revisionist strategy in particular, one should bear in mind that 
Russia remains too weak to spread confidence or even worse to lead an anti-hegemonic front 
for the creation of Kremlin’s so called “post-West world order”. Still, in an effort to 

                                                           
42 See Binnendijk, op. cit. 
43 In Europe, only Britain, Poland, Estonia, and Greece reach the 2% NATO goal. 
44 Ibid. On a bilateral level, the U.S. will also have to contribute resources for strengthening Eastern Europe’s 
defense and security sectors. We should expect financial aid programs through soft loans to be provided to key-
countries of the targeted area (e.g. Poland, Romania-Moldova, Bulgaria, and the Baltic states).  So that the new 
European balance of power can be established with success, allowing outreach policies towards strategically 
important regions and setting forth an up to date comprehensive strategy for the Black Sea basin. 
45 However, “as RAND Corporation analysts noted in 2016, NATO was still far from being able to mount a 
credible defense of the Baltic states, and its forces there would be quickly destroyed by a determined Russian 
assault”. See Brands, op. cit., p.115. 
46 In July 2017, U.S. Congress -with overwhelming and bipartisan support- approved new sanctions on Russia that 
primarily tighten existing ones and place Moscow in a worse position than before. The bill also limits the 
President’s authority to lift sanctions without congressional approval.  As such, it further constraints President 
Trump’s efforts to reset relations with Russia. Aside from that the “administration has reinforced its commitment 
to the European Reassurance Initiative of $3.4 billion annually, which has funded renewed U.S. forward presence 
in Europe, and to NATO’s Warsaw Summit (2016) initiatives, particularly forward deployment of NATO 
multinational battalions to the Baltic states and Poland”. See Hamilton, “Trump’s Jacksonian Foreign Policy and 
its Implications for European Security”, op. cit. 
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counterbalance its lost strategic depth, Russia will “try to appear more powerful than it is and 
meticulously manage what power it has”47. Such policies will possibly involve a range of low-
cost and low-risk actions to preserve remaining buffers against the West48. In this context, 
cracks and uncertainties in the Western Alliance seem the remaining opportunity for Russia to 
elevate its power status and increase its multi-regional influence. As long as Germany’s 
preferred strategy is towards further EU integration, the Russia option would arise only if 
Eurozone break-up seems certain or the U.S. decides to withhold its security umbrella from 
Europe. Otherwise, Germany will maintain its special relation with Russia, but this will be 
contained by broader Western interests49. In the end of the day, deploying old Soviet strategies 
with the aim of destabilizing the European project from the inside out will continue to mark 
Russia’s interference both in the core and the periphery of the EU.  

 In view of developments that have sketched Europe’s shifting geopolitical landscape, 
Germany’s reluctant and highly contested ‘wait-and-see’ position comes to an end. Thereby 
forcing Berlin to engage in long-term strategic planning and readdress the responsibilities 
arising from its leadership status in the EU. In a race against time, the fact that the plethora of 
challenges involved have now included a European defense project, adds additional hurdles for 
sorting out Germany’s cultural constraints and the political norms that go with it. In light of 
absolute necessity, the Germans were pushed to lead alone and not at all comfortable with the 
idea of a solo German leadership in Europe. Germany’s power is fully reliant on economics and 
furthermore on exports implying elevated risks in case of engagement in conflicts. This is 
further to the fact that Germany will in any case have to accept a lesser export performance and 
with it slower gains in relative living standards vis-à-vis the rest of Europe in order to cement 
European economic unity.  

 Beyond doubt, following the crisis in Ukraine and later on the demands of the Trump 
administration for a speedy fixing of the transatlantic imbalanced burden-sharing, Germans 
neither wished nor can rapidly undertake such heavy-handed responsibilities. In this respect, 
out of geopolitical necessity spearheaded by the U.S., Germany might become an enabler for 
European defense but will first seek to cement increased mutual dependencies and risk-sharing 
arrangements with credible EU-NATO partners50. On these terms, France holds the strongest 
card. As America’s key security ally in Europe after Brexit, it will probably enjoy a special 
                                                           
47  Friedman, George: “Russia’s Strategy: Built on Illusion”, Geopolitical Features, 19 July 2017, at 
https://geopoliticalfutures.com/russias-strategy-built-illusion/.   
48 Once and again, Russia “has been probing the periphery of NATO and the EU; it seeks to undermine the 
integrity of those institutions via efforts including paramilitary subversion; military intimidation by means of 
unlawful overflights, aggressive snap exercises, explicit threats, and nuclear saber-rattling; financial support for 
anti-EU and anti-NATO politicians; and other forms of intervention in the political processes of European 
countries as well as the United States”. Brands, Hal and Edelman, Eric S.: “Why Is the World So Unsettled? The 
End of the Post-Cold War Era and the Crisis of Global Order”, Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessment, 
25 May 2017, at http://csbaonline.org/research/publications/why-is-the-world-so-unsettled-the-end-of-the-post-
cold-war-era-and-the-cris/publication. 
49 Bearing in mind the deep-rooted and often conflicting perceptions of the 'Russian Other' in EU member-states, 
why would Germany not opt for a German or even EU (German-led) alliance with Russia in due course? Under 
current circumstances, it is clear that Russia will not be trusted by Germany, the rest of the EU and Eastern Europe. 
However, in the distant future such an option can’t be excluded if Russia changes its outlook towards striving to 
become a key European country or allowing for broader European integration to include it. This would be a 
generally positive scenario for Europe and thus the U.S. would be relatively sidelined although the implications 
could be benign depending on the broader outlook at the time, which is not the purpose of this paper to contemplate.  
50 “Collectively, Europeans spend about €200 billion per year on defense, compared to about €500 billion in the 
United States. Nevertheless, it only reaches about 12 to 15 percent of American efficiency in its spending”. 
Vestring, Bettina: “More Bang or More Buck? Germany’s Social Democrats are turning defense spending into an 
election issue”, Berlin Policy Journal, 6 April 2017, at http://berlinpolicyjournal.com/more-bang-or-more-buck/. 
See also International Institute for Strategic Studies (2015): The Military Balance 2015, London, IISS. 
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status within the command structure of the Atlantic Alliance. In spite of that, both the UK and 
the EU recognize that in the field of security and defense, there continues to be a shared self-
interest in order to find a flexible and above all effective politico-institutional framework for 
maintaining a strong cooperative relationship after Brexit51. As such, NATO is more probable 
to remain the key actor for Europe’s defense umbrella with Paris leading the front in a more 
stand-alone European security system that contributes its fair share to the alliance’s collective 
capabilities. In this context, security issues in the South will have to be addressed by Europe as 
part of EU border defense that are tested from developments in the Middle East and North 
Africa. In these conditions, the prospect of reviving a less asymmetric and more geopolitically 
balanced Franco-German axis will likely ease the course of stabilizing the EU, determine its 
direction and eventually propel European integration forward. Unavoidably, as long as the 
situation doesn’t become hopeless, the U.S. will continue to put pressure on both Germany and 
France to demonstrate their effectiveness on the ground and follow the course of a unified 
Europe. With the latter standing as the sine qua non of Washington’s rebalancing strategy.  

4. Instead of an Epilogue: The Rome Declaration (2017)  

The Euro’s inflexibility, the asymmetric gains entailed in the free trade area and incompleteness 
of the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) are important factors behind the current crisis 
and more so in the inadequate post-crisis European response. A common aspiration shared by 
most countries in pursuing EU integration was to ensure that Europe would also acquire a global 
reserve currency. This would elevate its global role and especially the influence of core 
countries that separately were destined to relegation, in the context of globalization. Once in 
place, there is growing belief that Eurozone dissolution would most likely eclipse also the free 
trade area too via antagonisms entailing exchange rate wars and geopolitical tensions, at the 
very least. The rise of anti-establishment political sentiment that predominantly also rejects the 
Eurozone has prompted a response by main trend forces epitomized in the Rome Declaration 
and further spearheaded by French President Emmanuel Macron triggering a related debate in 
Germany on how to restore confidence in the EU project. The pro EU-integration sentiment 
builds upon the fact that integration never ceased to happen even during and under the pressures 
of the crisis with the creation of new and the deepening of existing institutions, more 
interdependence and reforms at country level. Although policy decisions might have tilted 
against EU institutions and towards creditor countries, the latter discovered they had no option 
but to enrich the EU’s institutional framework, even though often biased in their favor.  
 

 The setting up of the European Stability Mechanism (ESM) allowed for sovereign 
rescues and the de facto creation of Eurobonds. The elevated role of the European Central Bank 
(ECB) allowed for the exercise of non-traditional monetary policies and successful bank rescues 
and EU wide supervision.  Despite debtors surrendering their post-Euro GDP gains, reforms in 
pension systems, labor markets, public administration and net export gains created space for 
future cohesion52. Creditor economies have lost relatively little in comparison to their gains on 
account of the Eurozone and have outmost interest to see that the free trade zone stays intact. 
This stems from the inherent weakness common to export dependent countries i.e. recession 
hitting their clients or worse political impediments to their exports e.g. for Germany a 1% 

                                                           
51 See also Howorth, Jolyon: "EU Defence Cooperation after Brexit: What Role for the UK in the Future EU 
Defence Arrangements?", European View, 2017, pp. 1-10. 
52 ILO-OECD-The World Bank: “G20 Labour Markets in 2015: Strengthening the Link between Growth and 
Employment”, Report prepared for the G20 Labour and Employment Ministers Meeting and Joint Meeting with 
G20 Finance Ministers, September 2015, at  https://www.oecd.org/g20/topics/employment-and-social-
policy/G20-Labour-Markets-in-2015-Strengthening-the-Link-between-Growth-and-Employment.pdf. 
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decline in exports reduces growth by 0.46%. Supporting EU integration to secure their gains is 
an overwhelming incentive versus taking a leap into uncertainty at indeterminate cost.  

 In light of the above, the defense of the Eurozone is the vital force behind further 
European integration and the creation of homocentric circles referred in the Rome Declaration53 
might imply exactly that. Namely, members of a core circle ensuring the institutional 
preservation of the Euro as the central condition for a united Europe stating once more that the 
EU project goes well beyond the narrow economic debate regarding Euro’s optimality as a 
common currency. Anyhow, it should be noted that blaming the Euro for the debt crisis seems 
quite overdone considering that both the U.S. and U.K. suffered the fate of debtor economies 
too. Similarly, the argument that European heterogeneity is incompatible with a common 
currency neglects the fact that several European countries display similar or even greater 
regional heterogeneity within. 

 The next steps towards European integration are likely to start with the establishment of 
the banking union that will further elevate the ECB’s role including cross border supervision 
and leading to a European deposit guarantees. This is a tangible goal with a short to medium 
term horizon and so is the creation of a European rescue mechanism probably by extending the 
reach of the ESM in cooperation with the ECB and allowing for an IMF exit. Although the 
ECB’s quantitative easing entails significant aspects relating to fiscal policy and debt 
mutualization, the less certain steps are in the direction of a proper fiscal union supporting a 
larger EU budget exceeding the current minimal of 1.2%gdp. This will likely remain a longer-
term goal, whether the EU appoints a finance minister or not, that could be initiated via an 
investment budget for pan-European projects followed by fiscal controls and harmonization 
across member states and eventually policy coordination and possibly fiscal transfers to weaker 
members or regions in the future. In the economic sphere, Germany will be leading in 
determining the sequence and depth of the integration process. The other area is likely to be the 
initiation of a common defense-security process as a medium to long term goal providing 
Europe with greater leverage towards Russia and also partly alleviating its current U.S. 
protectorate status. France will be leading the process coordinating steps across member-states 
in association and probably with an upgraded status within NATO.  

 In conclusion, economic and security processes signify a revival of the Franco-German 
axis as a prerequisite for the mobilization of efforts across member states addressing also issues 
around a two speed Europe in a more institutional manner. Thus, the need to address security 
fears of Southern and Central Eastern European countries stemming not only from a Russian 
advent or immigration and other country specific issues/fears e.g. Greece-Turkey-Cyprus, 
energy roots or European integration of the Western Balkans. Along the same lines across 
different member-states, the homocentric circles further out from the core on the one hand can 
allow for the expression of greater national sovereignty, especially from CEE countries, but 
also effectively institutionalize acceptance of a multi-speed Europe and the inability of some 
countries to move up the ladder for some time via targeted reforms. However, such options 
would now become enforceable without endangering the core around the preservation of the 
common currency and the deepening of EU institutions. This might in time prove a more 
powerful tool to rally support for integration at country level compared to simply the fear of 
non-Europe. Finally, institutional reforms at EU level in response to criticism regarding the 
Brussels bureaucracy should also be expected in an effort to address Europe’s democratic 
deficit and elite driven aspects. It goes without saying that the initial collective failure of the 
                                                           
53 On 25 March 2017, the EU27 leaders came together to celebrate the 60th anniversary of the Rome Treaties 
and issued the Rome Declaration on the future of the integration process, at 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/03/25-rome-declaration/. 
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EU during the economic crisis, the likely persistence of fragmentation for years to come and 
the rise of a popular anti-establishment reaction against national elites and Brussels as well as 
the broader globalization process reveal the serious challenges entailed in further integration. 
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Abstract 

States have many functions. The core one should be keeping its sovereignty and territorial integrity. 
Diplomacy and international law cannot guarantee their security. An armed force is an inherent part of 
each state that wants to be truly independent. Small states and middle powers have more difficulties 
when recruiting manpower for the military service compared to the great powers. The aim of this article 
is to find out what kind of recruitment model is the most suitable for small states and middle powers, 
focusing on the example of European democratic states. The article concludes that the best military 
recruitment system is based on a strong link between armed forces and society. National defence 
education is also of high importance. Regular armed forces should be composed of highly trained 
professionals backed by reserves 
 
Keywords:  Small states, middle powers, military recruitment, military conscription, all-
volunteer force, armed forces, state 
 
       Título en Castellano:  El modelo de reclutamiento militar para las fuerzas armadas de 
pequeños Estados y potencias medias. El ejemplo europeo. 

 
Resumen: 

Los Estados tienen muchas funciones. La fundamental es mantener su soberanía e integridad territorial. 
La diplomacia y el derecho internacional no pueden garantizar su seguridad. Una fuerza armada es 
una parte inherente de un Estado que quiere ser verdaderamente independiente. Los Estados pequeños 
y las potencias medias tienen más dificultades cuando reclutan personal para el servicio militar en 
comparación con las grandes potencias. El objetivo de este artículo es averiguar qué tipo de modelo de 
reclutamiento es el más adecuado para los Estados pequeños y medianos, centrándose en el ejemplo de 
los Estados democráticos europeos. El artículo concluye que el mejor sistema de reclutamiento militar 
se fundamenta en un fuerte vínculo entre las fuerzas armadas y la sociedad. La educación en defensa 
nacional también es de gran importancia. Las fuerzas armadas regulares deben estar integradas por 
profesionales altamente capacitados respaldados por reservas. 
  

Palabras Clave: Estados pequeños, potencias medias, reclutamiento militar, servicio militar 
obligatorio, fuerza de voluntarios, fuerzas armadas, Estado. 
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1. Introducction 

In the contemporary world, states continue to be the main actors in international relations. All 
the states have different characteristics and it is not possible to find two states that would act 
identically. Each state needs to exercise specific functions; otherwise, it would disappear or 
work ineffectively. As Kulašík stated, there are many criteria for defining the functions of a 
state. The traditional division between internal and external functions is based on the territorial 
characteristics of a state and on the range of activities that state bodies execute. Among internal 
functions, he mentions protective (based on safeguarding the political order, security of citizens, 
and rights of citizens), regulatory (state's application of orders and restrictions); cultural-
educational (based on creation and spreading of political, philosophical and moral opinions 
among citizens); adaptive (based on states effort to keep up with the international progress), 
and socioeconomic (based on public finance). External functions of a state are inevitable 
because many states with different cultures exist in the international system and they have 
established mutual relations. A state tries to protect its interests, mainly its territorial integrity 
against external aggression. Therefore, a state has three basic external functions: defensive, 
offensive, and preservation of status quo3. 

 
States also differ in size and resources, which crucially determines their position and 

ability to enforce their interests in the international environment. In this regard, Bluntschli 
writes that it is impossible to say what the normal size of the population is. For example, in the 
middle ages it was possible for small states to exist and provide security for its citizens. As the 
evolution of state's functions and political duties continued, it was inevitable for a state to 
become larger. Another important factor contributing to continuous growth of a state is the 
existence of the great powers. The great powers in the contemporary world are usually so large, 
with so many resources, and have such a large population that they become a danger to the very 
existence of small states4.  

 
As already mentioned, a state has to be able to exercise certain functions, but it seems 

obvious that the most important one is to sustain its sovereignty and territorial integrity. An 
armed force is an inherent part of a state that wants to be truly independent. For the great 
powers, it is not difficult to recruit enough manpower to build up armed forces because they 
have greater population and resources than small states and middle powers. Thus, the decision 
to build up an all-volunteer force or to use a draft as the main recruitment model is not so 
crucial. 

 
The main aim of this article is to find out what kind of recruitment model is the most 

suitable for small states and middle powers5. Is it recruitment based on the labour market or  
based on a compulsory military service? To illustrate major points, the authors chose the 
example of European democratic states. It is almost certain that similar models would also be 
the most appropriate in less democratic states. However, democratic states tend to act similarly 
and thus there is more space for generalization when trying to find the best solution for a 
military recruitment.  

 
From a methodological point of view, this article is based on two main pillars: the 

middle power theory applied in the geopolitical area of Europe and a wide range of theories 
regarding military recruitment and its effects. In the first part of the article, we try to develop 

                                                           
3 Kulašík, Peter. (2007)): Politológia, Hlohovec, EFEKT – COPY spol. s r.o, pp. 102-103. 
4 Bluntschli, Johan K. (2000): The Theory of the State, Kitchener, Batoche Books, p. 23. 
5 In this article, we consider the phrase small and middle as equal to small and middle powers. 
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the most suitable model for classification of states according to their power. We cite the works 
of theorists such as Adam Chapnick and Anton Bezglasnyy who both tried to systematically 
approach the middle power theory, and Carsten Holbraad who stated that any given list of 
middle powers would be just an approximation and that measurable indicators of states' power 
has to be defined. Considering military recruitment theory, there are numerous authors cited in 
this article. Milton Friedman and Walter Oi write about economic inefficiency of compulsory 
military service in peacetime. Many other authors like Daniel DellaPosta or Joshua Angrist 
write about the effect of military service on later civil earnings of veterans. In addition, we also 
review articles that suggest the best military praxis in the contemporary world considering civil-
military relations. Morris Janowitz writes about the inequity of selective inductions. 
Christopher Dandeker stresses the importance of the reserve component in the military. The 
application of theoretical knowledge and power division of the states taking Europe as an 
example is mainly based on current social and security problems of the region considering all 
theories mentioned in this article. 

 
2. Middle powers theory 

In this article, it is essential to separate middle powers and small states from other states' 
divisions depending on the state power. The main question is which method to use to draw the 
top and bottom line for the distinction of the middle powers. Another very relevant question is 
in how many tiers the states should be divided according to power. In this chapter, we present 
the most useful method to identify middle powers in a sense that is coherent with the main aim 
of this article: To find out what kind of recruitment model is the most suitable for small states 
and middle powers. This model is an attempt to contribute to the debate on middle powers 
theory focusing on the military.  

 
The literature on middle power theory is not unified. It names different attributes crucial 

for a state to become a middle power. Chapnick introduces a division of literature on the middle 
power theory according to three main approaches: functional, behavioural and hierarchical 
models. Each of these models perceives a middle power in a different way. The differences are 
quite substantial, to the extent that a middle power defined according to one of the models 
would be a minor power according to another, and vice versa. The functional model stresses 
the ability of a state classified as middle power to significantly influence some of the key areas 
of international relations. The level of influence of these states in specific areas must be higher 
than the influence of other states. Thus, great powers are states that enjoy permanent influence 
in international relations, while middle powers have only temporary influence in specific areas. 
An essential flaw of this model is that it cannot differentiate between small powers and middle 
powers. It is almost impossible to predict which of the middle powers will gain influence in 
specific areas and which one will never gain it. According to the behavioural model, all states 
that act in a certain manner should be classified as middle powers. Chapnick labelled this 
behaviour as middle power internationalism. It is a behaviour different not only from that of 
the great powers, but from the small ones as well. According to the author, the model does not 
provide a method to identify middle powers because the characteristics of the required 
behaviour differ across the literature. Another reason is that most of the authors first choose the 
states they consider middle powers and later they use their features as those that should 
characterize middle powers. The hierarchical model recognizes the great power on one hand 
and the small on the other. The first category consists of states that are most powerful regarding 
their capabilities; small powers have very limited capabilities and middle powers emerge as the 
tier in between the two. They have better capabilities than small states but cannot reach the 
capabilities of the great powers. The author writes that this model is the most objective because 
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it is able to distinguish the small states form the great powers and define middle powers in 
relation to the other two tiers6. 

 
Bezglasnyy presents a division of middle power theories according to two schools: 

classical and revisionist. The first emerged in the time of the Cold War. It emphasizes the 
material status of states. When creating a rank of states, structural factors are of main 
importance. Among these factors, the author mentions the size of the population, territory, 
economic efficiency, and capabilities of the state power. As we can see, the classical school of 
middle power theory is consistent with Chapnick's hierarchical model. The revisionist school, 
on the other hand, is another name for the Chapnick's behavioural model. Finally, Bezglasnyy 
presents its own model for designation of the middle powers. He uses observations from the 
constructivist school to create the middle power concept that would eliminate flaws in the 
existing ones. His concept is based on a combination of material, behavioural and ideational 
factors. The middle power is a state that materializes three conditions: it is middle-sized and 
disposes of mid-range capabilities; in foreign policy, it is prone to multilateralism and it uses 
soft power to maximize positive outcomes; it identifies itself as a middle power in state politics 
and international relations7. 

 
For the purpose of this article, we consider the hierarchical model the most appropriate. 

Since we intend to find out what kind of armed forces model is the most suitable for middle and 
small powers, structural factors are of the greatest importance. 

 
One of such models is presented in Holbraad's publication “Middle powers in 

international politics”. First, the author presents the most important differences between the 
great and middle powers. He offers a set of qualities that great powers have and the middle 
powers lack. The great powers not only have high military and economic capabilities, but they 
also enjoy a special position in the international relations system. Their power is guaranteed by 
international law. The great powers share certain interests and act as managers of international 
relations. They try to preserve their position in the state-to-state relations and thus they 
cooperate in certain tasks8. 

 
In this article, we agree with Holbraad that the power of states cannot be measured 

precisely and accurately. Thus, any list of middle powers is based on approximation. The author 
states that the best indicator to define middle powers is the gross national product (GNP). GNP 
stands for power in material factors like area, population, resources, location and in moral 
factors like organization and leadership as well. When measuring the power of a state it is also 
appropriate to combine it with other factors such as population. Trying to find upper and lower 
dividing lines might cause many difficulties. The more desirable method is to divide the world 
into separate regions in which states are bound together with closer ties. The states are classified 
in a world divided in six regions: Africa, Asia, Europe, North, and Central America, South 
America, and Oceania and Indonesia9. 

 
For the purposes of this article, we adopt Holbraad's geographical division into regions 

and we also use indicators that are widely accessible. Instead of GNP, we decided to use a more 

                                                           
6 Chapnick, Adam: “The middle power”, Canadian Foreign Policy Journal, Vol.7, No. 2 (Mar. 1999), pp. 73-82. 
7 Bezglasnyy, Anton: “Middle power theory, change and continuity in the Asia-Pacific”, A thesis submitted in 
partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of arts, the University of British 
ColumbiaVancouver, (2010), pp. 17-22. 
8 Holbraad, Carsten (1984): Middle powers in international politics, London, Macmillan, pp. 67-92. 
9 Ibid., p. 78. 
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precise indicator, the gross domestic product converted to international dollars using 
purchasing power parity rates (GDP, PPP)10 as suggested by Bezglasnyy in his thesis. This 
indicator shows the real wealth of a country in terms of providing manpower for an army. 

 
To finalize the division of states according to power, one must decide how many tiers 

to consider. Bluntschli divides states into four tiers. The world powers are those most powerful, 
usually maritime powers, so their power is applied in more than one continent or even 
worldwide. Usually, they preserve world peace and world order. The second tier is represented 
by great powers, which are strong enough to exert their power only regionally.  Intermediate 
and peaceful powers are unable to push their foreign interests ahead; thus, they concentrate on 
domestic politics. They mitigate tensions in international politics. Real petty states are those 
too weak to exist alone so, in order to perpetuate their existence, they seek the protection of 
other states11. Krejčí presents a power pyramid of the world political system. On the top of the 
pyramid, there is a hegemon, followed by the superpowers, the great powers, middle and small 
states, and colonies. He also mentions microstates, states that have less than a million citizens. 
Krejčí argues that the lower great powers are those powers with no second-strike capability; 
however, the sheer quantity of their nuclear weapons arsenal deters all potential rivals. He also 
argues that these powers are sometimes called middle powers12 . Bezglasnyy uses another 
division of powers: super/great powers; major powers; medium powers and small ones13. Other 
authors like Holbraad 14  and Lee 15  apply just three-tier division: great, middle, and small 
powers. 

 
In this article, it seems most suitable to apply a four-tier division based on GDP, PPP 

and the size of the population16. To make the estimation of the state power more precise we 
decided to apply one more indicator: The Global Firepower index17. In cases where it is difficult 
to draw the line between tiers, the Global Firepower indicator proves helpful to differentiate 
them.  The division of states according to only three chosen indicators is insufficient for making 
a clear and accurate division for the purposes of this article. Indicators will just reveal a crude 
division, which needs to be further specified by considering additional available information.  

 
The great powers are the strongest states in terms of chosen indicators. Major powers 

are those states which are more powerful than middle powers but fall behind the great powers. 
Their position in international relations is often conditioned by their history.18 Some of them 
might be the former great powers on the decline. Middle powers are the states on the top of 
                                                           
10 All information on PPP available at GDP, PPP (current international $), at 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.PP.CD; All data we used were retrieved from World 
Development Indicators, at http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-indicators.  
11 See Bluntschli, op. cit., p. 263. 
12 Krejčí, Oskar. (2010): Mezinárodní politika, Praha, EKOPRESS, p. 155. 
13 See Bezglasnyy, op. cit., pp. 17-22. 
14 See Holbraad, op. cit. 
15 Lee, Sook-Jong: “South Korea as New Middle Power Seeking Complex Diplomacy”, EAI Asia Security 
Initiative Working Paper, nº 25 (April 2015),  at 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/267423421_South_Korea_as_New_Middle_Power_Seeking_Complex
_Diplomacy, p. 19.  
16 All data we used were retrieved from Countries in the world by population (2017), at  
http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/population-by-country/  
17 Global Firepower Index is based on more than 50 factors. It estimates the power of the country. Evaluation of 
nation´s arms is not just according to crude numbers thus smaller but technologically more developed countries 
may score higher. Complete methodology available at: Countries Ranked by Military Strength (2017), at  
http://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing.asp. 
18 Čepelák, David and Hlaváček, Pavel. “Je Čína revizionistickou velmocí? Analýza vojenského sektoru”, 
Politické vedy, Vol. 20, nº 3 (2017), pp. 170-172. 
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small states, not powerful enough to be qualified as major powers but significantly stronger 
than the vast majority of the small states. All other countries are considered small states or too 
small to be granted any power status. 

 
In this article, the authors decided to apply the theory of military recruitment in  relation 

to selected European states. After evaluating the data, the Russian Federation seems to be the 
only great power in this region. Although Russia has been denied this status after its defeat in 
the Cold War, the authors still consider this country to be the strongest within the European 
region. Furthermore, it has a great influence in Asia as well.  This choice is also backed by its 
permanent membership in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). According to The 
Global Firepower Index, Russia has the second strongest military in the world. It is also 
undeniable that the country has one of the biggest arsenals of nuclear weapons and it has a 
second-strike capability, definitely granting it the status of the great power at least in terms of 
military strength. Three major powers were identified: the Federal Republic of Germany, 
France, and Great Britain. Both France and Great Britain are permanent members of UNSC. 
Both countries have a nuclear arsenal at their disposal. All these three countries are in top 10 of 
the most powerful economies of the world according to GDP, PPP. France and Germany are 
founding states of the European Union and both are the pincipal leaders. 

 
Within the European space, the most difficult thing was to draw a line between major 

and middle powers. Italy is the twelfth strongest state according to GDP, PPP. It has only 
slightly fewer inhabitants than France and only a bit worse performance in military terms than 
Germany, according to The Global Firepower Index. The choice was made mainly taking into 
account two considerations: Italy has been in economic crisis for a longer period. The banking 
system is not working properly, the debt rate is high, and the level of corruption is high as 
well.19 The country is further weakened by the continuous migration crisis; in fact, Italy and 
Greece are two European Union states that face the most significant influx of illegal migrants. 
20 Therefore, Italy is the first of the middle powers in Europe.  Other data suggest that there are 
two more middle powers in Europe. One is Poland and the other one is Spain. Netherlands have 
sufficiently high GDP, PPP to be considered a middle power, but it has insufficient population. 
Ukraine represents the opposite example. It has sufficiently high population; nevertheless, the 
level of GDP, PPP is insufficient, and the country is currently in political crisis. Furthermore, 
its ongoing conflict with the Russian Federation has weakened the country as well as its middle 
power potential. 

 
3. Military recruitment theory 

In order to find out which recruitment system, whether voluntary or compulsory, is the most 
efficient for small states and middle powers, we have to explore already theories developed and 
available on this topic. The first “recent” wave of the literature dealing with conscription-based 
armed forces or all-volunteer force started after the Second World War in the United States.  

 
Numerous scholarly articles were written on many different aspects of military service. 

There was a basic discussion naming pros and cons of each of the systems mainly based on the 
opinion of authors. Another widely explored issue is the economic efficiency of conscription. 
In this respect, some authors write about the effects of compulsory military service on later 

                                                           
19 Das, Satyajit: “Why Italy’s economy is about to collapse”, The Independent, 20 June 2016. 
20 Baczynska, Gabriela: “Arrivals to Italy now main concern of migration crisis, says EU border guard”, The 
Independent, 12 October 2016.  



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

203 
 

earnings of veterans in the civilian labour market. There are also papers discussing social and 
cultural effects of compulsory military service.  

 
In the contemporary world, economic considerations combined with political stability 

and peaceful relations with other states would reasonably represent the top priority of every 
rational actor. Therefore, we assume that each of small states and middle powers has to consider 
the economy as one of the top priorities when deciding which staffing system the armed forces 
have to use. This assumption should be valid in those states that view the welfare of its 
population as the cornerstone of all activities.21 When Friedman wrote about the choice between 
conscription and all-volunteer force he stated that all-volunteer force might be even cheaper 
than the one based on conscription. He did not use a complex methodology based on 
calculations, like most of the authors dealing with the economy of military service; he rather 
used simple logic combined with professional insight. He based his assumption on the following 
propositions: Even though the price of one soldier in conscripted force is lower, one has to add 
the value of the foregone opportunity. All conscripts could work somewhere else, thus to know 
the real price of one conscript we have to add the value of the difference between what he earns 
in the army and what he could earn in a civilian job. Furthermore, there are additional savings 
in all-volunteer force connected with lower turnover. Fewer soldiers have to be trained and due 
to higher professionalism, a lesser number of soldiers in the military is required. When states 
apply a system of conscription, conscripts usually occupy places, which could be occupied by 
civilians. Additionally, universities are consequently overcrowded with people who study just  
to get a deferment. Otherwise, they could work in civilian jobs. According to Friedman, all 
voluntary force is economically superior. The only period when it loses its prime is in a period 
of war or armed conflict when attracting the individual into armed forces becomes 
overwhelmingly expensive22.  

 
Very similar reasoning might be found in the article from Oi. He discusses the period 

of transition from conscript to an all-volunteer force. It would need a drastic rise of military 
payments, 98% in a transition period and later around 68%. Oi stresses the fact that in the peace 
time, a recruit might wait up to seven and half year for conscription to take place. This results 
in uncertainty and insufficient economic performance of an individual.23 

 
More recently, Poutvaara and Wagener in their work on the economics of military 

service argue in favour of all-volunteer force. They believe that military recruitment system 
using coercion in form of compulsory military service distorts human capital accumulation. It 
combines restriction on the free use of time with 100% tax in kind for a certain period of time. 
Furthermore, it forces young people to work before their education is finalized. According to 
Poutvaara and Wagener, introduction of compulsory military service is not a desirable solution. 
In case that all-volunteer system is introduced, the best way to do it is by the means of Pareto 
improvement, i.e. avoid double-taxation. To ensure a balanced and equal approach, only the 
members of younger generation are to be subject to taxation. Otherwise, the older generation 
would be double-taxed (once in form of compulsory military service, and secondly in form of 
taxes to fund professional all-volunteer armed forces). The opposite situation, i.e. the 
introduction of compulsory draft, would prove advantageous only for the older generations that 

                                                           
21 It is hard to assume the real importance of economic considerations in autocratic regimes or dictatorships, where 
welfare of few is the top priority. In autocratic states policy making process might be irrational, perpetuating the 
power position of current leadership. 
22 Friedman, Milton: “ Why Not a Voluntary Army?", New Individualist Review nº 4 ( Spring 1967), p.3-9. 
23 Oi, Walter Y.: “The Economic Cost of the Draft”, The American Economic Review Vol. 57, nº 2 (May 1967), 
pp. 39-62. 
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did not serve previously and would not be subject to subscription due to their age. At the same 
time would not need to contribute to an all-volunteer armed force via taxation.24 

 
Koch and Birchenall wrote a paper that contrast with most of the works dealing with a 

military service issue. There seems to be a rare agreement between the scholars that, after a 
certain threshold of soldiers necessary to be recruited is surpassed,25  compulsory military 
service becomes more convenient. Koch and Birchenall, on the other hand, argue that the more 
soldiers need to be recruited (i.e. the more soldiers are needed for the armed service purposes), 
the less convenient compulsory military service becomes. Their proposition is explained on the 
basis of fewer individuals in civilian jobs who would normally earn a higher salary26 and thus 
return more to the economy. It is caused by random induction that is applied within the draft in 
contrast to the voluntary enlistment into an all-volunteer force27. 

 
To illustrate the efficiency of the draft in times of war or in the event of large standing 

army we may cite the work of Garfinkel. One of the conclusions of his research is that 
compulsory military service becomes an optimal fiscal policy for the state only when the 
productivity loss equals to zero. If the draft is introduced during the war, it helps to reduce 
taxation and impedes debt creation. Consequently, it reduces the financial burden on the state 
both during the war and after it ends28. 

 
Almost the same conclusion can be found in Siu's article. He assesses the effect of 

compulsory military service as an optimal fiscal policy during the Second World War as a fiscal 
shock absorber. The final estimation is that compulsory military service is 1.2% to 2% more 
suitable comparing to all-volunteer force when used optimally to absorb the fiscal shock during 
great wars29. 

 
Lee and McKenzie propose another example of the same phenomenon. They explain 

that if a given threshold is exceeded, compulsory military service becomes a cheaper alternative 
to the all-volunteer armed forces. This is due to deadweight loss caused by taxation to cover 
costs of an all-volunteer force. They argue that if more than 55-61% of the population subject 
to (compulsory) recruitment is required to serve in the armed forces, compulsory military 
service becomes economically more viable and an efficient alternative to all-volunteer military 
service.30 

 
In his article, Ross lays down a question: ‘Can we provide a model of the choice between 

voluntarism and conscription that will explain the actual choices nations have made in the past 
and continue to make today?’  The author is of an opinion that the main determinant of the 
choice between these two models is the price. He agrees with most of the authors that the higher 
                                                           
24 Poutvaara, Panu and Wagener, Andreas: “To draft or not to draft? Inefficiency, generational incidence, and 
political economy of military conscription”, European Journal of Political Economy Vol. 23, nº 4 (April 2007), 
pp. 975–987. 
25 Usually when there is a need of mass army, or at least of a high portion of population. 
26  The tax base under conditions of voluntary enlistment is more productive than one under conditions of 
compulsory military service. 
27 Koch, Thomas and Birchenall, Javier: “Taking versus taxing: an analysis of conscription in private information 
economy”, Public Choice, Vol. 167, nº 3 (October 2016), pp. 177-199. 
28 Garfinkel, Michelle R.:Garfinkel, M. R.: "The Role of the Military Draft in Optimal Fiscal Policy". Southern 
Economic Journal, Vol.56, nº 3, (Jasnuary 1990) pp.718-731. 
29 Siu, Henry E.: “The fiscal role of conscription in the U.S. World War II effort”, Journal of Monetary Economics, 
Vol. 55, nº 6 (July 2008), pp. 1094-1112. 
30 Lee, Dwight R. and McKenzie, Richard B.: “Reexamination of the Relative Efficiency of the Draft and the All-
Volunteer Army”, Southern Economic Journal, Vol. 58, nº3 (Januay 1992), pp. 644-654. 
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the portion of military eligible is needed to serve, the more lucrative compulsory military 
service becomes. And a compulsory military service becomes more efficient after crossing the 
threshold of 25 soldiers per thousand citizens. The five most important determinants of the 
choice mentioned in the article are: the size of armed forces; the available finances in the state 
budget; income distribution; marginal deadweight loss caused by taxation; the state of war31. 

 
Warner and Negrusa evaluated the efficiency of the systems. They add the cost of 

prevention of evasions into their calculations and write that when there is no need for a large 
army, the all-volunteer force is cheaper and better suited for current military tasks. They offer 
a similar conclusion as Ross:  for a country where the efficiency of collecting taxes is weaker, 
compulsory military service is preferable to all-volunteer force32. 

 
After examining the economic theory of military service, we can extract some 

conclusions: 
• Most of the theories stress the relationship between opportunity costs caused by 

conscription and deadweight tax loss, which is higher when applying a system of 
voluntary enlistment. In peacetime, all-volunteer force is preferable. During the war or 
other periods, which require huge portion of the population to serve, compulsory 
military service becomes more economically viable. 

• Countries, in which economy is not working properly, specifically their tax systems, 
might prefer the compulsory military service due to higher tax distortion. 

• Except for emergencies like war or armed conflict or the one we mentioned in point 
number two, it is never viable to introduce compulsory military service. It costs more 
and there are additional costs connected with its suspension. The reason why all-
volunteer force is superior is the lower turnover of soldiers in armed forces and 
professionalization: people can choose where they want to work and thus they produce 
greater income for the state budget. 

 
However, it should never be forgotten that choosing the recruitment system always depends on 
the government, and therefore the political decision is always the final determinant. 

 
Economists did not only deal with the effect of different models of military service on 

state's economy. There is also wide discussion on the effect of compulsory military service on 
later earnings of individuals in the civil labour market. Articles on this topic deal with lifetime 
earnings of conscripts compared to the earnings of individuals that have never been drafted. De 
Tray in his article argues that veterans (i.e. individuals with military service experience) have 
higher wages compared to nonveterans. He is, however, sceptical about the cause of these 
differences. There are two explanations. One explains that higher wages of veterans are due to 
the skills gained in the military. Another explanation is that completion of compulsory military 
service serves later employers as a screening device. The ability of a person to complete military 
service proves ones' mental health (a certain level of intelligence); physical health; physical 
fitness; and good behaviour and performance.33 The results of his research were not completely 
                                                           
31 Ross, Thomas W.:Ross, T. W.: "Raising an Army: A Positive Theory of Military Recruitment", The Journal of 
Law & Economics, Vol. 37, nº1 (April 1994), pp. 109-131. 
Later after running his model to test effect of certain factors on introduction of a compulsory military service, he 
found out that war is statistically insignificant. Though, he writes it might be caused by low extent of countries in 
the war. 
32 Warner, John T. and Negrusa, Sebastian: “Evasion costs and the theory of conscription”, Defence and Peace 
Economics, Vol. 16, nº 2 (November 2006), pp. 83–100. 
33 Each person before being conscripted has to pass tests proving its physical and mental fitness. To complete 
military course person has to prove good behaviour and performance. 
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unambiguous; however, he stressed that veteran status should serve as a valuable screening 
device. His research also suggests that black draftees and draftees with less than 12 years of 
formal education received higher wages in their civil employment compared to the individuals 
from the same social group, which did not serve in the military.34 

 
Berger and Hirsch studied the Vietnam-era conscription, 1968-1977, and its effect on 

civilian earnings of former conscripts. Their research reveals only a slight difference between 
veterans and nonveterans. They share De Tray's conclusions regarding the benefits of those 
with less than 12 years of schooling. They also find out that earnings of veterans are lower in 
an initial phase, but in a later phase of their career they tend to be more pronounced.35 

 
Angrist found the opposite effect of military conscription on those who served. He 

writes that there were ambiguous results considering the effect of military service on later 
civilian earning. This was probably caused by ignoring the fact that there are individuals with 
higher propensity to serve than others36. He writes that his article is trying to avoid this mistake 
by choosing the Vietnam-era lottery for his research. He finds out that 10 years after being 
dismissed from service, veterans earn 15% less than nonveterans. This finding to a certain 
extent correlates with De Tray's findings regarding the initial lower incomes of veterans. He 
supposes that veterans might earn less due to their lack of experience in the civil market37.  

 
On the other hand, Grenet, Hart and Roberts found no effects of the military training on 

later civilian earnings. This research paper was based on data provided by the British National 
Service from 1949-60. The authors attribute the reason of no reduction in earnings of the 
veterans to the fact that compulsory military service provided some skills and opportunities 
such as linking people with different economic, social, educational, and geographical 
background; cooperation in the team; and geographical mobility38. 

 
 Bauer, Bender, Paloyo, and Schmidt explored labour-market effects of compulsory 

military service on the example of Germany's 1950s draft. They found out that those who served 
gained a bonus of around 12%. However, after considering selection bias39 , no bonus for 
veterans could be proved. Nevertheless, authors stress that their research cannot be 
generalized.40 

 
Lee chose the older case of American Civil War for his research of later earnings of 

conscripts. He found a positive effect of military service on geographical mobility as well. 
Overall, there was a better economic and geographical mobility of veterans compared to 
nonveterans. Nevertheless, no deep effect on later earnings was found.41  

                                                           
34 De Tray, Dennis: “Veteran Status as a Screening Device”, The American Economic Review, Vol. 72, nº 1 (March 
1982), pp. 133-142. 
35 Mark C. Berger and Barry T. Hirsch, ‘The Civilian Earnings Experience of Vietnam - Era Veterans’, Journal of 
Human Resources (University of Wisconsin Press) Vol.18, nº4 (1983), pp. 455-479. 
36 Those who have lower opportunity to find themselves a good civilian job. 
37 Angrist, Joshua D.: “Lifetime Earnings and the Vietnam Era Draft Lottery: Evidence from Social Security 
Administrative Record”, The American Economic Review, nº 3 (June 1990), pp. 313-336. 
38 Grenet, Julien; Hart, Robert A. and Roberts, J. Elizabeth: “Above and Beyond the Call: Long-Term Real 
Earnings Effects of British Male Military Conscription in the Post-War Years”, Labour Economics, Vol. 18, nº 2 
(April 2011), pp. 1-45. 
39 Only people with no criminal record, healthy, and with certain level of intellect were admitted as draftees. 
40 Bauer, Thomas K.; Bender, Stefan; Paloyo, Alfredo J. and Schmidt, Christoph M.: “Evaluating the labor-market 
effects of compulsory military service”, European Economic Review, Vol. 56, nº4 (February 2012), pp. 814–829. 
41 Lee, Chulhee: “Military Service and Economic Mobility: Evidence from the American Civil War”, Explorations 
in Economic History, Vol. 49, nº 3 (July 2012), pp. 367-379. 
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Card and Cardoso made research on this topic on an example of a man born in Portugal in 1967. 
To compare veterans and nonveterans, they used wages of the veterans before the conscription 
took place. Results are similar to those of Berger and Hirsch.  When comparing veterans and 
nonveterans with higher education there were almost no differences. Those veterans with lower 
education gained 4-5% compared with nonveterans. Interesting fact resulting from this article 
is that wages of veterans equal those of nonveterans after approximately 6-7 years42. 

 
DellaPosta writes that the only common feature of various studies on later earnings of 

veterans is that they differ from case to case. His research is based on Wisconsin longitudinal 
study. He concludes that there were no economic gains for most of the veterans. Only those 
individuals with a high propensity to serve gained from military service.43 

 
To make conclusions about long time earning effect of those who completed military 

service, it is important to say that there is no generalization regarding this issue. The most 
probable cause is the use of different methodologies and inability to fully simulate the difficult 
world of economic and social relations.  

 
The economic theory of military service speaks clearly. For the majority of the states it 

is more suitable to have an all-volunteer force than one largely based on compulsory military 
service. However, there are other important factors, apart from the economy, to be considered. 
Needless to say, the military serves all people in the country of their origin. It is an institution 
created by the state to protect it from mostly military threats. Society in countries where 
professional all-volunteer based military was established loses touch with the military. There is 
usually only a small portion of society in all-volunteer armed forces. To keep the link between 
society and military, different practices were developed. Although some exist only in theory, 
some are the part of military praxis already for a long period. 

 
Holborn writes about differences in praxis and understanding of compulsory military 

service in France, Prussia (later Germany), and United States of America. Countries rarely 
applied a system of universal conscription because it could endanger the monarchic regime. 
Nobility was always somehow excluded or got a preferential treatment in order to back the 
monarchy. In Prussia, universal conscription was part of the liberal ideas that were later 
hindered, and citizens became subjects again. Conscription was still applied but only as a mean 
of cheap recruitment. That means conscription can be democratic, based on the civil duty of a 
citizen, but it can be also a system of compulsion that grants subjects no rights at all. On the 
other hand, a professional army is excluded from society and it might become an ideological 
and political opposition to the government. The Weimar Republic serves as a good example, as 
its professional army became the source of the anti-republic sentiment. In the United States, 
professional armed forces were traditionally understood as the most appropriate. Americans 
were scared of having a huge army in peacetime. They considered it a risk for the regime. 
According to Holborn, the best composition of armed forces, at least for the United States, 
should be based on a reserve component manned by conscription, and professional skeleton. 
Given the fact that mobilization requires longer time to take effect, there should be volunteers 

                                                           
42 Card, David Card, D., & Cardoso, A. R.: Can Compulsory Military Service Raise Civilian Wages? Evidence 
from the Peacetime Draft in Portugal. American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, Vol.4, nº 4, (October 
2012), pp. 57-93.   
43 DellaPosta, Daniel J. “The heterogeneous economic returns to military service: Evidence from the Wisconsin 
longitudinal study”, Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, Vol. 34 (December 2013), pp. 73-95. 
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that would represent high readiness part of the reserve. Conscripts should earn more, be 
provided with a better accommodation, and there should be a change in the discipline as well.44 

 
Janowitz envisages different models of armed forces suitable for the United States. He 

emphasizes that selective inductions are far from being equitable. Conscription is rarely 
conducted universally because armed forces cannot conscript each individual eligible for 
military service. Thus, a conscription puts an excessive burden on lower classes of society. 
Lower classes usually also get a worse position in armed forces. On the other hand, if the 
requirements for a service are too high, lower classes might be excluded. He offers three 
concepts of who should serve to make the system of recruitment as equitable as feasible, and at 
the same time, the most appropriate for the state as well. According to his theory, National 
Service represents the best solution. National Service should be based on three possibilities: 
One may decide to enlist voluntarily, to wait if he is conscripted and choose alternative service 
in case he would not be conscripted, or to ask for an exemption on basis of conscientious 
objection. Volunteers would serve right after reaching the age of 19. Others would be 
conscripted by means of lottery or would be expected to fulfil the alternative service until the 
age of 26. Those not eligible to serve in the military should have a possibility to join National 
Job Training Corps to bolster their skills. The author thinks that civilian control of armed forces 
is insufficient. Armed forces should have a direct link with society.45 

 
Dandeker tries to recommend the best model for the military in democratic societies. 

First, he puts an army into a context of the contemporary world, which ceased to be bipolar 
after the end of Cold War. After bipolarity, however, there is a high level of uncertainty. 
Another feature is globalization. National states are contested both from outside and within the 
state. In addition, the very sovereignty of the state is contested. It is not clear whether it can 
protect its citizens from threats that have global dimension. The world became multi-centric 
and multipolar, so the security policy is shaped in cooperation with corporations, media, NGOs, 
and other pressure groups. Through the media, public opinion can reach the political effect. 
According to this description of the current world, the task of the armed forces is to protect the 
territory even if there is no threat; protect its country and allies against main external threats; 
and present security interest of the state through the lens of peace and stability. Given these 
conditions, the most genuine armed force is all-volunteer force based on a reserve component. 
The professional core of the army should be much narrower than during the Cold War. In case 
of a need, the military industry must be ready to produce the necessary capacities. There is 
a higher possibility of using reserves in military operations. In agreement with Janowitz, 
Dandeker writes that part of the reserve should be in a state of higher readiness. Finance in the 
military should be spent effectively like in private businesses. Given the current changes in the 
armed forces taking place in the world, militaries will need to spend more financial resources 
on improving the public relations, as they can no longer remain distanced from the society. 
Military personnel will need to gain skills from political management and officers will be 
required to gain political as well as diplomatic skills46. 

 

                                                           
44 Holborn, Hajo: “Professional Army versus Military Training”, The Annals of the American Academy of Political 
and Social Science (Sage Publications, Inc. in association with the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science) Vol. 241, nº 1 (1945), pp. 123-130. 
45 Janowitz, Morris: “American democracy and military service”, Society, Vol. 35, nº 2 (January 1998), pp. 39–
48. 
46 Dandeker, Christopher. “The military in democratic societies”, Society, Vol. 38, nº 6 (September 2001), pp.  16–
24. 
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Military reserves and a revised model of citizen soldier for the United States are core issues in 
the article from Moskos47. The US lead operations like Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan and 
Iraqi Freedom caused excessive use of military reserves.  The professional core of the US armed 
forces was not broad enough to sustain these operations for an adequate time. Moskos considers 
that there should be no such excessive use of reserves. He presents a model of short-term citizen 
soldier that would serve for 15 months. Enlistees should be recruited from colleges. Service 
should allow them to pay their debt for education and grant the special advantages considering 
education and general welfare. They should help to reduce the number of reservists serving 
abroad. The effect should be visible mainly in peacekeeping operations, but they might also 
serve in positions that would otherwise be contracted to external firms. The practice would also 
serve as a link between the armed forces and the society. 

 
Short-term volunteers are also part of the solution for the United States Armed Forces 

envisaged by O’Hanlon. His proposition to attract soldiers into armed forces is to allow foreign 
recruitment in exchange of a citizenship granted at a later stage. Apart from providing 
manpower, soldiers recruited abroad would also help to incorporate citizens of problematic 
regions into US Armed Forces, possibly improving and strengthening public relations with the 
regions in question. In situations when there is a lack of recruits, the author also suggests 
recruiting for specific positions within the armed forces.48 

 
According to Crebs, the way of recruitment and the entire military practice should be in 

line with the society, more precisely with its political culture. Consequently, the draft in the 
United States is of no use anymore. The all-volunteer force has been established as the product 
of social changes, not the other way around. Political culture has moved away from militarized 
republicanism and paved way to liberalism. Crebs believes that people in the United States have 
lost a touch with each other and the health of the democracy is poor. The remedy to this 
institutional decay should be promoting a new culture of non-militarized republicanism where 
civil service would be of high value but not solely understood as the military service. Crebs 
suggests that national leaders should promote this idea pushed through media, although he 
acknowledges that it would be a difficult task to accomplish.49 
 
 For the purposes of this article, it is important to fully comprehend the differences 
between armed forces and society. It allows to understand why there is a huge need of strong 
mutual connections between these two separate “worlds” (see Table. 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
47 Moskos, Charles: “A New Concept of the Citizen-Soldier”, Orbis, Vol., 49, No. 4 (September 2005), pp. 663-
676. 
48 O’Hanlon, Michael E. “Who Will Fight for Us?”, Orbis, Vol. 53, nº.3 (December 2009), pp. 405-418. 
49 Krebs, Ronald, R.: “Myths of the all-volunteer force: rethinking military recruitment and the fate of the citizen-
soldier”, Conference on “Citizenship, the Soldier, and the State,” at the Maxwell School of Public Affairs, Syracuse 
University, Vol. 20 (2006), pp. 1-43, at http://www. polisci. umn. edu/~ ronkrebs/Publications/Myths% 20of. 
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Table 1. Basic differences between surrounding civil environment of the democratic society50 
 Armed forces Democratic society 
Organization Hierarchical, no top-down 

accountability  
Partly-hierarchical with top-
down accountability 

Values Collectivism, obedience, 
discipline, order, rules, 
traditions 

Individualism, consensus-
creation, freedom 

Aim To win external conflict; to 
succeed in internal 
deployment 

To reach functional 
compromise of interests of 
the society 

Decision-making process Authoritative, under threat 
of compulsion 

Consensus of the society 

Prevailing tendencies in 
relation: individual - institution 

Paternalism The pursuit of individual 
self-determination 

Source: Kříž, Z. (2001). Armáda v demokracii. Civilní řízení a demokratická kontrola armády. Brno. 
 
To conclude this section, it is necessary to sum up the presented discourse and to make some 
general observations. Regarding the economic theories of military recruitment, it is widely 
accepted that conscription is more expensive than all-volunteer force until certain threshold is 
crossed51. This threshold was set to 25 recruits per-thousand citizens by Ross, and to 55-61% 
recruited form the entire military-eligible population. The most common situation when there 
is a high need of military personnel is war. Garfinkel and Siu wrote articles regarding 
conscription and war. Siu found out that conscription during the Second World War was 
approximately 1.2 – 2% more suitable than all-volunteer force. Garfinkel stresses the 
importance of conscription in reducing taxation and creation of debt. Oi deals with a transition 
period from conscript base military to all-volunteer force. He concludes that during this period 
there is a need for extra expenses. Poutvaara and Wagener also deal with the transition period. 
They argue that the only equitable way to build an all-volunteer force from a conscripted one 
is to do it in a Pareto-improving manner. The lesser efficiency of conscripted force is described 
through misallocation of labour. The only way to make it more economically efficient is to 
make specific rules for conscription. There is a need to omit those who have high probability 
to earn more in the civilian labour market. On the other hand, all-volunteer force becomes more 
expensive with a high need of military labour because of the distortion created by an enormous 
taxation. Only Koch and Birchenall disagree with most of the arguments listed above. The 
model they used during their research suggests that with higher number of citizens needed for 
military, an all-volunteer force becomes more economically efficient. The more individuals are 
conscripted, the lesser is the number of citizens left for civilian labour market. We agree with 
the prevalent opinion and assume that conscription becomes more efficient than all-volunteer 
force only under circumstances of war or bog conflict. This is, however, valid when only 
economic theories are considered. Otherwise, there are further factors that might favour 
conscription. 

 
Another way to assess the economic efficiency of the military recruitment system is to 

check the effects of the compulsory military training on individuals. First, it is necessary to 
stress the fact that there is no space for generalization. Nevertheless, some conclusions might 
be made. According to most of the authors dealing with this topic, there is a positive influence 
of military service for those with high propensity to serve. The explanation of higher wages is 
twofold. One of the explanations is that soldiers develop special skillset in military, which in 
                                                           
50 Kříž, Zdenek (2001): Armáda v demokracii. Civilní řízení a demokratická kontrola armády, Brno, s.n. 
51 Friedman, Garfinkel, Lee and McKenzie, Oi, Poutvaara and Wagener, Ross, Siu, Warner and Negrusa. 
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turn increases their value on labour market. The other explanation is that employers use military 
service as a specific screening device. To be able to serve in the armed forces, an individual has 
to pass certain threshold of intelligence, health and skills. There is also an agreement that right 
after military training, the veterans earn less. After certain period, however, earnings of veterans 
and non-veterans tend to become similar. Some of the authors like Berger and Hirsch, Grenet 
et al., Bauer, Bender, Paloyo, and Schmidt write that there is only a slight or no difference 
between veterans and non-veterans. It seems that the effect of military service on the wealth of 
veterans is low, non-existent or even negative. Thus, we do not consider conscription a good 
model regarding the economy and wealth of individuals.  

 
From the point of view of the economy, it seems illogical to implement conscription as 

a method of military recruitment. By reviewing further the literature on military recruitment, 
we found out that the most suitable model considering the current security environment is a 
professional armed force supported by reserves52. Reserves underpin professional armed forces 
and create a pool for mobilisation. Reserves serve as a link between society and military as 
well. It is necessary for citizens to understand the importance of armed forces for the defence 
of the country. The civilian control of armed forces is another important feature of civil-military 
relations. As Holborn writes, when there is no control over professional armed forces they might 
become a source of opposition against legally elected government. There are other possibilities 
to fill the ranks of armed forces. One might consider hiring short-term volunteers as suggested 
by O´Hanlon and Moskos. There are many possibilities who to recruit. Some suggestions are 
foreigners in exchange for citizenship or students who would be thus able to pay for their 
education. Such short-term soldiers could help in crisis management missions, especially 
peacekeeping ones.  

 
Conscription is still an option as a recruitment technique. In this case, the attitude of the 

society is of crucial importance. If the culture does not support conscription, it would be 
backward to apply such an approach.  An alternative possibility is to combine voluntary and 
compulsory enlistment. The professional core might be complemented by volunteers. Reserves 
might be composed of conscripts and volunteers, where conscription would be used only if 
voluntary recruitment fails to supplement army needs. The problem is that equity and the effects 
of such an approach are highly questionable. Probably the most suitable way to provide recruits 
for armed forces is to use the voluntary enlistment on more than one level. Ideal armed forces 
should thus consist of a professional standing force, reserves and there should be also an 
additional voluntary participation of citizens like creating militias or similar units that would 
bolster the armed forces in the time of need. 

 
4. The most suitable military recruitment model for small states and middle powers in 
Europe 

 
For the purposes of this study, the authors have excluded all petty states of Europe from the 
research. The main reason is that the majority of them does not even possess armed forces. 
Consequently, Vatican City, San Marino, Liechtenstein, Monaco, Andorra, Iceland, and Malta 
are excluded. 

 
In addition, the estimations of the most suitable military recruitment model is made only 

for the states with democratically elected governments. It is almost certain that a similar model 
would be the most appropriate also in countries with the lower level of democracy. However, 

                                                           
52 Crebs, Dandeker, Holborn, Janowitz, Moskos, O´Hanlon. 
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democratic states tend to act similarly and thus there is a place for more generalized 
observations when trying to find out the best solution for military recruitment. 

 
First, the population growth rate of European countries needs to be considered. Both 

Poland and Spain have a negative growth rate (-0.03% and -0.13%). The only middle power 
with positive but rather reduced growth rate is Italy with 0.02%. Most of the Central and Eastern 
European countries also have a negative growth rate with Latvia reaching -0.77%. On the 
opposite side stands Belarus (0.32%) and Czech Republic (0.25%). Western European countries 
have a much higher growth rate, with the exception of Portugal -0.51%. Only four countries in 
the entire Europe exceeded the growth rate of 1%, namely Iceland, Sweden, Norway, and 
Switzerland53. 

 
When exploring this issue further, we find out that the low population growth causes 

the ageing of the population in Europe as a whole with just a few states being an exception. We 
present the data about the population structure of the European Union from January 2015, 
knowing that situation in other European states is similar. From 2001 to 2015, the median age 
of the EU member states increased by 4.1 years. In 2001, it was 38.3, reaching 42.4 in 2015. 
Old-age dependency in EU is 28.8%. Total age dependency, however, is much higher – it is 
actually 52.6%, - meaning that in 2015 there were approximately two people working per one 
dependent person. Projection of the future suggests that ageing of the population will increase 
and there is a high possibility that it can become even more pronounced. The age group of 
people older than 80 years should double in 2015-2080 from 5.3% to 12.3%. Due to ageing, the 
old-age dependency is projected to grow to 51% in 2080 and total dependency might reach 
77.9%.54 

 
Taking into consideration the ageing of the population, Pernica suggested the possible 

competition for manpower between police and armed forces as they might struggle to recruit 
enough manpower in the future. Thus, creating or allowing paramilitary organizations or 
militias under the control of lower administrative units of a country seems to be an idea worth 
of exploring. The importance of such organization is two-fold. It provides some kind of military 
training and thus it prepares a part of the population for eventual crises. On the other hand, its 
importance is also educational. Militias may serve as an instrument in the national defence 
education. This would provide a broader link between national security and civil society. When 
allowing militias to come into existence, the states have to be very careful, creating legal 
boundaries for such organizations. Another thing to keep in mind is that these organizations 
have to be under control of lower administrative units which would guarantee that the 
organization is not allowed to promote any radical and unconstitutional ideas55. We expect that 
such militias might even absorb illegal units providing military training in countries where basic 
military training for citizens during the peacetime is not yet established.   

 
After decades of relative peace in Europe, the security environment took a new radical 

turn. On the level of internal affairs, the radicalization of politics is a fact. More and more votes 
of citizens are cast in favour of various radical parties56. Europe is also weakened by the influx 
of migrants from the Middle East and Africa and the ensuing difficulties tied to the process of 
                                                           
53 Population growth (annual %), at http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.GROW 
54 Population structure and ageing, at http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-
explained/index.php/Population_structure_and_ageing  
55 Pernica, Bohuslav: “Dobrovolná milice – doplněk zajištění bezpečnosti územně samosprávných celků”, paper 
presented at international conference “Increasing Competitiveness or Regional, National, and International 
Markets Development – New Challenges”, Ostrava, Ekonomická fakulta VŠB-TUO 4 – 6. (2007), p.281. 
 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

213 
 

their social and political integration. The war in Ukraine finally showed how fragile the security 
in Europe really is. Moreover, the annexation of Crimea and the Russian assistance provided to 
the Ukrainian separatists propelled new tensions between NATO and the Russian Federation. 

 
Under these circumstances, it is necessary to provide strong connection between the 

armed forces and the society (efficient and strong civil-military relations). At the same time, it 
is vital to accentuate the link between national defence and security in order to strengthen the 
sense of citizens' co-responsibility for the security of the state. We already mentioned militias 
as part of such a base. However, the first step should be the inclusion of national defence 
education on primary and secondary schools. It might certainly bolster the willingness of young 
generations to voluntarily serve in armed forces or to undergo military training, become active 
reservists or join militias if such possibilities are enabled. Society must be informed about the 
threats arising from the current security environment and be prepared to react should the crisis 
occur. Ministries of defence of particular countries should devote a part of the budget to public 
relations. As a part of such effort, high moral value of national defence should be strongly 
encouraged and publicly endorsed by national leaders.  

 
Armed forces in contemporary security environment have to consist of standing 

professional armed forces based on voluntary enlistment. This core of armed forces is best 
trained and able to use modern technologies, apply strategies and tactics, and in the case 
of need, it is the key element in protecting the territory of the country. Foreign missions, quite 
frequent nowadays, are also carried out mainly by professional soldiers. The professional core 
of the armed forces should always be based on voluntary enlistment to attract those who are 
willing to serve as professional forces. It is highly likely that those who chose to serve 
voluntarily in the military will do so not only for a financial compensation but because of their 
convictions as well.  

 
However, it is very costly to maintain a large professional army if military operations 

are not carried out consistently over extended period of time. Taking into account this fact, the 
best solution would be to develop and bolster a reserve system. Usually, the largest part of the 
reserves is staffed by ex-professionals. They stay in reserve for certain period of time after they 
leave the active military service. Another part of the reserve component might consist of 
volunteers or draftees. From the economic point of view, the decision to be made between a 
voluntary and a compulsory service is clear. Conscription in general is less economically 
efficient and should only become a part of the military recruitment in time of war or crisis that 
requires a high defence potential. From the cultural point of view, however, it is important that 
the recruitment model is consistent with the country's culture. Therefore, we do not think it is 
necessary or even desirable to end conscription if the society accepts it. Economists never 
totally approved or disproved positive effects of a military service based on later earnings of 
draftees. Most likely, it highly depends on the form of military service. To make the system of 
conscription as efficient as possible it is worth considering the system proposed by Janowitz. 
Conscription would sustain the link between military and society. It should not be forgotten 
that conscripts also have to receive decent wages and adequate accommodation.  

 
Another way to create a reserve is by voluntary enlistment. For training and possible 

deployment, reservists have to be paid fair wages. The country has to arrange that employers 
would allow its employees to go for a training period and provide them time off if necessary. 
There are many ways to attract citizens to serve in reserves. Citizens should have possibility to 
complete the military training as close to their homes as possible. In addition, the time necessary 
for training should be divided. Training should take place mainly during the weekends in order 
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not to disrupt primary employment. Attention should be paid to college students. They might 
be attracted by state aid and grants for education. Similar approach, as proposed by Moskos, 
might be of benefit. Last but not least, the military reserve should be in a higher state of 
readiness to act with great flexibility and foster regular forces in time of need and allow other 
reserve components to mobilize, should the crisis occur. 

 
Summing up, the best model of military recruitment for European countries is one based 

on the broad link between armed forces and society. National defence education is of high 
importance. Shared values regarding national defence are a precondition for attracting civilians 
into the army. Paramilitary organizations foster the link between armed forces and society and 
would foster the ability of society to act in time of crisis. Regular armed forces should be 
composed of highly trained professionals. Reserves should be there to decrease military 
spending and provide a force that can back professionals in military operations. 

 
5. Conclusion  

The attempt to categorize states based on their power is not an easy task to be accomplished, 
and it is a hard task to be completely accurate. There is no precise indicator for the concept of 
power, which is rather the combination of different indicators that might allow us to create the 
most probable rank of different tiers of states. Due to the fact that the aim of this article is to 
determine what kind of recruitment model is the most suitable for small states and middle 
powers, we mainly focused on the military strength of particular middle states. Nevertheless, 
we attempted to make a precise evaluation of states' power potential and, therefore, we carefully 
considered current trends in each of the potential middle power states within Europe. This 
enabled us to exclude from the analysis the small states, and to focus on the relevant middle 
powers in the European space: Italy, Poland, and Spain. 

 
After examining the theory of military recruitment, we were able to formulate a few key 

conclusions: 
• Except for foreseeable emergencies like war or armed conflict, it is never viable to 

introduce compulsory military service. It costs more and there are additional costs 
connected with its suspension. Most importantly we may mention restricted turnover in 
armed forces; potential to professionalize the military service; and freedom to choose 
one's occupation, thus generating more income for the state budget. 

• Each of the states included in our study enforces compulsory military service in a 
different way. In each country, there are different conditions under which the 
compulsory military service is carried out. 

• Conscription is still an option for the recruitment. In this case, the attitude of the society 
is of fundamental importance. If the national culture does not favour conscription, it 
would be ill advised to apply such a technique. Another possibility is to combine 
voluntary and compulsory enlistments. The professional core of the armed forces might 
be complemented by volunteers. Reserves might be composed of conscripts and 
volunteers, while conscription would be used only if voluntary recruitment fails to close 
the gap of the army needs.  The problem is that equity and the effects of such an 
approach are highly questionable. Probably the most suitable way to staff the armed 
forces is to combine a professional core, reserves, and militias controlled by lower state 
administrative units. 
 

We also raised a question of the military recruitment models, asking what model fits better in 
the European democratic states. After a short examination of the current political, security and 
social trends in Europe, we came to the conclusion that it is a system based on the strong links 
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between armed forces and society. National defence education is also of high importance. 
Shared values on national security and defence are a precondition for attracting civilians into 
the army.  And paramilitary organizations foster the link between armed forces and society and 
would foster the ability of the society to act in time of crisis. Regular armed forces should be 
composed of highly trained professionals. Reserves should be there to decrease military 
spending and provide a force that can back the professionals in military operations. 
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Abstract: 
The main purpose of this article is to analyze how the narratives within the Army and the Colombian 
National Police regarding the understanding of the Colombian internal armed conflict and its 
cessation have been transformed. While over the last decade a public policy of direct confrontation 
against the guerrillas that encouraged military victory prevailed as the only way to end the conflict. 
Presently, however, with the congressional passage of the Peace Agreement signed on November 
24, 2016, between the FARC and the Government, the Colombian State Forces have incorporated 
new elements, horizons, and challenges that show strinking differences in how they conceive ending 
the conflict, as well as to ensure its stability over time. 
 
 Keywords: Colombian Public Forces, Internal Armed Conflict, Peace Agreement, Negative Peace, 
Positive Peace 

            Título en Castellano: Transformaciones en las narrativas de la Fuerza 
pública colombiana en el marco del posconflicto armado: de la victoria militar a la 
paz territorial. 

                                                               Resumen:  
El siguiente artículo tiene como principal finalidad analizar de qué modo se han transformado las 
narrativas hacia dentro del Ejército y la Policía Nacional de Colombia en lo que respecta a la 
comprensión del conflicto armado interno colombiano y su superación. Así, mientras que en la 
década pasada predominó una política pública de confrontación directa contra las guerrillas que 
animaba a la victoria militar como única forma de superación del conflicto, en la actualidad, 
superado el proceso de negociación bajo el Acuerdo de Paz suscrito el pasado 24 de noviembre de 
2016, la Fuerza Pública colombiana incorpora nuevos elementos, horizontes y desafíos que 
sustantivan una forma muy distinta tanto de entender la superación del conflicto interno como de 
garantizar su estabilidad en el tiempo.  

 

Palabras clave: Fuerza pública colombiana, conflicto armado interno, acuerdo de paz, paz 
negativa, paz positiva 
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1. Introduction.  

The purpose of the following work is to reflect on the narratives that are emerging from the 
Colombian Public Forces, in particular the National Police and the National Army, concerning 
the armed conflict. These have shown significant changes following the dynamic of a five-
decades-long conflict which was formally ended with the signing of the Peace Agreement in 
November 2016 between the guerrillas group the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia - 
People's Army (FARC-EP by its abbreviation in Spanish) and the Colombian government.  

This article therefore aims to determine the extent of this discursive change in a context 
which not only sees the Peace Agreement with its implication of ending the armed conflict, but 
also a post-conflict situation which requires that an integral peace process must be constructed 
to normalize the political, social and economic spheres that have for so long challenged the 
country.   

In order words, this supposes a change from the long-established Schmitt friend/enemy 
conception in which armed conflict is understood by a non-recognition and mutual annihilation. 
The Peace Agreement, therefore entails a substantive shift in the notion of the enemy towards 
something which is humanized and recognized as an adversary. An adversary in this context 
can be identified as an actor in the armed conflict, and that to improve this armed conflict 
requires building bridges and cooperative exchanges. 

In conceiving the Colombian process as such, one can see markedly distinct narratives 
before and after the Peace Agreement. This shift sees the FARC, who were for decades a 
guerilla armed force and the principal enemy of the State, in a transition from arms to the polls- 
a process of disarmament and a full reintegration into civil life.  

Based on the above, one might ask, what are the characteristics of the armed forces’ 
narrative surrounding the armed conflict and the FARC, both before and after the Peace 
Agreement? What are the main differences between these and what are the shifts in this 
discourse?  

Narratives held by the Colombian Forces before the 2012 beginning of the peace talks 
conceived the FARC as a problematic enemy that could be defeated through the counter-
insurgency strategy of reactive armed actions. Thereafter, and contrarily, the National Police 
and Army had to redefine their roles both in terms of the division of security and defense 
functions, as well as towards a post-deal peacebuilding.  

This thesis is supported by the testimonies of four individuals from the Public Forces 
who have been instrumental in this transition towards a negotiated peace. From the National 
Police, two Major Generals are interviewed: Major General Jairo Delgado, responsible for the 
intelligence and police counterintelligence work under the presidency of Álvaro Uribe, and 
Major General Ricardo Restrepo, current Deputy Director of the National Police. On the part 
of the National Army, Major General and former Deputy Minister of Defense, Henry Medina 
Uribe, and Major General Carlos Rojas, responsible for the Transition Strategic Command and 
direct negotiator in the Havana Peace Process. Additionally, a brief testimony is taken from the 
former minister in the Government of Andres Pastrana, German Bula.  

Excerpts from the interviews, will be interspersed through the article alongside an 
objective description of the armed conflict in order to show, to show two features. First, that in 
objective terms, figures of military expenditure, armed actions, and military operations show a 
maintenance to the narratives and strategy designed by military and police elites. Second, 
conversely, by using contrasting contexts, moments, imaginaries, and perspectives we can 
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observe the discursive change occurring in how the Public force are contributing towards peace. 
Thus, these two narratives from before and after the peace deal differ greatly. 

2. State of the art and theoretical framework 

The study of the armed conflict during the last three decades has generated an enormous body 
of research, focusing in particular on the history of the three principal armed groups, the FARC2, 
the National Liberation Army3 (ELN by its abbreviation in Spanish), and the paramilitaries4. 
Similarly, studies focusing on how to resolve the conflict are prominent, often from Europe5 or 
the United States6. These tend to focus on the economic resources that have fueled the conflict, 
such as drug trafficking7, illegal mining8, the dispossession of land9, and monoculture10. There 
is additional research that examines the territorial dimensions to the conflict 11  or of 
econometrics, for example focusing on how the conflict has affected the Colombian Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP)12. 

 From the perspectives that underpin this study- military studies as well as 
communication and discourse analysis- it is possible to view two clearly defined and 
differentiated patterns. On one hand, concerning the role of the Public Forces is the influence 
of national security doctrines, and the existence of armed internal enemies. These factors have 
been heavily influenced, and therefore largely coincide with US conceptions about how the 
Colombian conflict should be handled13. These studies have been enriched by analyzes of the 

                                                           
2 Pécaut, Daniel (2008): Las FARC, ¿una guerrilla sin fin o sin fines? Bogota, Norma; Pizarro, Eduardo (2011): 
Las FARC (1949-2011). De guerrilla campesina a máquina de guerra, Bogota, Norma. 
3 Medina, Carlos (1996): ELN: una historia contada a dos voces, Bogotá, Rodríguez Quito Editores. 
4 Ronderos, Teresa (2014): Guerras recicladas. Una historia periodística del paramilitarismo en Colombia, 
Bogota, Aguilar. 
5 Castañeda, Dorly: “Qué significan los Laboratorios de Paz para la Unión Europea”, Colombia Internacional, n° 
69 (2009): pp. 162-179; Barreto, Miguel (2016): Laboratorios de paz en territorios de violencia(s): ¿abriendo 
caminos para la paz positiva en Colombia?, Bogota, Universidad Jorge Tadeo Lozano. 
6 Tickner, Arlene: “Intervención por invitación. Claves de la política exterior colombiana y de sus debilidades 
principales”, Colombia Internacional, n° 65 (2007): pp. 90-111; Tokatlian, Juan: “Colombia, el Plan Colombia y 
la región andina”, Nueva Sociedad, n° 173 (2011): pp. 126-143. 
7 Ríos, Jerónimo: “La narcotización del activismo guerrillero de las FARC y el ELN”, Revista UNISCI, n° 41, 
(2016): pp. 205-233. 
8 Romero, Mauricio: “Minería ilícita: Incidencia en la convivencia y seguridad ciudadana en diez departamentos 
de Colombia”, Revista Criminalidad, Vol. 58, n°1 (2016): pp. 47-65. 
9 Reyes, Alejandro (2009): Guerreros y campesinos. El despojo de la tierra en Colombia, Bogotá, Norma. 
10 Ocampo, Sebastián: “Agroindustria y conflicto armado”, Colombia Internacional, n° 70 (2009): pp. 169-190. 
11 Vásquez, Teófilo; Vargas, Andrés & Restrepo, Jorge (2011): Una vieja guerra en un nuevo contexto. Conflicto 
y territorio en el sur de Colombia, Bogotá, CINEP, ODECOFI, Colciencias, Universidad Javeriana; González, 
Fernán; Quiroga, Diego & Porras, Eduardo (2014): Territorio y conflicto en la Costa Caribe, Bogota, CINEP; 
Salas, Luis: “Lógicas territoriales y relaciones de poder en el espacio de los actores armados: un aporte desde la 
geografía política al estudio de la violencia y el conflicto armado en Colombia, 1990-2012”, Cuadernos de 
Geografía, Vol. 24, n°1 (2015): pp. 157-172; Ríos, Jerónimo: “Determinantes geográfico-políticos de la acción 
violenta guerrillera: un análisis de la concurrencia regional de guerrillas y paramilitares en el conflicto 
colombiano”, Revista Española de Ciencia Política, n° 44 (2017): pp. 121-149. 
12 Deas, Malcom & Gaitán, Fernando (1995): Dos ensayos especulativos sobre la violencia en Colombia, Bogotá, 
Tercer Mundo Editores; Trujillo, Edgar & Badel, Martha: “Los costos económicos de la criminalidad y la violencia 
en Colombia: 1991-1996”, Archivos de Macroeconomía, n° 76 (1998): pp. 1-49; Castro, Manuel; Arabia, Jorge & 
Celis, Eduardo: “El conflicto armado: la estrategia económica de los principales actores y su incidencia en los 
costos de la violencia 1990-1998”, Revista de Planeación y Desarrollo, Vol. 30, n° 3 (2003): pp. 81-105. 
13 Blair, Elsa (1993): Las fuerzas armadas. Una mirada civil, Bogotá, CINEP; Leal, Francisco (1994): El oficio de 
la Guerra: la seguridad nacional en Colombia, Bogota, Tercer Mundo Editores. 
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modernization process of the Colombian Military Forces14, as well as studies that are more 
focused on the use of counterinsurgency as an instrument for weakening armed groups15.  

On the other hand, discourse analyses on the conflict highglight, amongst others things, 
discourse from the government of Juan Manuel Santos 16 , which show the FARC being 
legitimized throughout the negotiations. Other recent studies are noteworthy as they detail the 
transformation in the guerilla’s rhetoric in recent years17, as well as how victims of the conflict 
are constructed discursively18. 

In terms of the discourse of the Public Forces, studies up until now have focused on the 
role of the Military Forces and the National Police in a post-agreement context. This role is 
must redefine their relationship with the citizen and with the contexts that have been favored 
by the end of the violence with the FARC. In addition to this they must address a differentiation 
between the tasks of security and defense, which for decades were integrated in the same 
direction along with the preponderance of both the internal armed conflict and ways of strategic 
thinking based on on the old cold-war doctrines of national security. 

For theoretical purposes, it could be said that the security policy has moved from an 
enemy-centered position to that centered around the population, and that this does only arise 
from the objective transformation of the conflict, but also from discourse provided by prominent 
figures in the Colombian Public Forces. The discourses of these Forces, when understood along 
the Galtonian notion of “negative peace” - that is, the absence of war1920 - show evidence that 
during most of the last decade they conceived the end of the conflict as a military victory. This 
minimalist notion of peace therefore advocates directing efforts towards armed victory over 
insurgency rather than constructing elements of local governance21.   

Conversely, narratives and practices are changing not because of the military defeat of 
the guerrillas, but from their weakening. The situation of a mutually hurting stalemate has come 
about, which will be discussed below, hich turns the armed conflict into a mutually unfavorable 
reality for both the state and the guerrillas. This, coupled with a shared interest in finding 
alternatives to the conflict leads Harto22  to conclude that the conflict had reached a “ripe 

                                                           
14 Rangel, Alfredo (2003): Fuerzas Militares para la guerra. La agenda pendiente de la reforma militar, Bogota, 
Fundación Seguridad y Democracia. 
15 Zuluaga, Jaime: “U.S. security policies and United States-Colombia relations”, Latin American Perspectives, 
vol. 34, n° 1, (2007): pp. 112-119; Delgado, Jorge: “Colombian Military Thinking and the Fight against the FARC-
EP Insurgency, 2002–2014”, Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 38, n° 6 (2015): pp. 826-851; Kilcullen, David; 
Davis, Daniel; Mills, Greg, & Spencer, David (2016): A Great Perhaps? Colombia: Conflict and Convergence, 
Londres, C Hurst & Co Publishers. 
16 Dießelmann, Anna & Hetzer, Andreas: “La representación del gobierno Santos y su repercusión en el discurso 
mediático-político en Europa y Colombia”, Análisis Político, vol. 28, n° 84 (2015): pp. 3-22. 
17 Olave, Giohanny: “De la oposición política en el discurso: La reformulación polémica en la retórica de la 
guerrilla”, Palabra Clave, vol. 19, n°2 (2016): pp. 398-421. 
18  Herrera, Martha & Pertuz, Carol: “Narrativas femeninas del conflicto armado y la violencia política en 
Colombia: Contar para rehacerse”, Revista de Estudios Sociales, n° 53, (2015): pp. 150-162. 
19 Galtung, Johan: “Violence, Peace and Peace Research”, Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 6, n° 3 (1969): pp. 
167-191; Galtung, Johan (1985): Sobre la paz, Barcelona, Fontamara. 
20 Rapoport, Anatol (1960): Fights, games and debates, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press; Boulding, 
Kenneth (1962): Conflict and Defense: A General Theory, New York, Harper & Row.  
21 Hazelton, Jacqueline: “The False Promise of the Governance Model of Counterinsurgency Warfare”, 
American Political Science Association Annual Meeting 2013, (2013), at 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2300032; Hazelton, Jacqueline (2017): “The Hearts and 
Minds Fallacy: Violence, Coercion, and Success in Counterinsurgency Warfare”, International Security, Vol. 42, 
n°1 (2017): pp. 80-113. 
22 Harto, Fernando (2005): Investigación para la paz y resolución de conflictos, Valencia, Tirant Lo Blanch. 
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moment” in which a negotiated improvement or settlement to the conflict becomes feasible. 
This is defined by Vicenç Fisas as:  

a stage in which it is possible to achieve a change of mentality of the parties, so that 
instead of seeking victory they pursue conciliation, pointing out the role of systemic and 
structural factors, and those related to decision making, that is, to the subjective 
dimensions of maturity23. 

This undoubtedly leads to a transformation of perceptions and the imaginary that enable the 
overcoming of the entrenched view of the conflict to conceive the enemy as an adversary24. 
Another part of the Public Forces’ narrative transformation is an increasing emphasis on not 
only peace in the “negative” sense, but on something more akin to “positive peace”, that is to 
tackle the structural and symbolic conditions that sustain the conflict.  

Expressed differently, this entails redefining what the FARC represents, as well as 
reconceiving how security is provided so that rather than focusing efforts on an “enemy” efforts 
are aimed towards strengthening the local institutional framework25. 

3. The understanding of the Colombian armed conflict from the perspective of ending 
the conflict through a strict military means 
 
The Colombian armed conflict saw a turning point with the arrival of President Álvaro Uribe 
Vélez in 2002. This followed the failure of the peace dialogues with the FARC known as 
"process of Caguán" under the previous President Andres Pastrana (1998-2002). These 
negotiation efforts arose from a context of drastically increased violence which preceding 
Pastrana’s presidency. His predecessor Ernesto Samper’s term in office was hampered by the 
discovery of significant finances that his election campaigned received from the Cali Cartel and 
an ensuing constitutional crisis. Concurrently, the armed conflict had deteriorated to a new 
historic low. By 1996, FARC troop numbers had exceeded 10,000 as part of the so-called “New 
Form of Operation”- inflicted humiliating defeats on relatively weak Colombian Public Forces. 

 In only one year, 1998 – Samper’s final year as President – the FARC were able to carry 
out 365 combat actions in 185 municipalities (out of 1,110), with the ELN Guerillas executing 
an additional 229 in 94 municipalities. On the other hand, the Public Forces deployed only 294 
military operations in 171 municipalities26 . Additionally, the area of coca-cultivation had 
reached almost 150,000 hectares, and violence increased further as the heirs to the Cali and 
Medellin cartels, as well as the paramilitary groups which since 1997 had coalesced under the 
banner of the United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC), all stepped up their role in the 
conflict. The scale of violence throughout the country exploded as a result, with 58.92 violent 
deaths per 100,000 in 1998, and up to 518,000 instances of forced displament between 1994 
and 199827. 

                                                           
23 Fisas, Vicenç (2006): Cultura de paz y gestión de conflictos, Barcelona, Icaria, p. 192. Maturity, that has equally 
been approached by other authors like: Stedman, Stephen (1991): Peacemaking in Civil War. International 
Mediation in Zimbaw, 1974-1980, Boulder, Lynne Reinner Publishers; Haass, Richard (1990): Conflicts 
Unending. The United States and Regional Disputes, New Haven, Yale University Press. 
24 Harto, Fernando: “La mediación y la investigación para la paz: la búsqueda de alternativas pacíficas a los 
conflictos en la arena internacional”, Política y Sociedad, Vol. 50, n°1 (2013): pp. 53-70. 
25 Taylor, Lee: “La estrategia contrainsurgente: El PCP-SL y la guerra civil en el Perú, 1980-1996”, Debate 
Agrario, n° 26 (1997): pp. 81-110; Evans, Michael: “The shirt of nessus: The rise and fall of Western 
counterinsurgency, 2004-2014”, Quadrant, Vol. 59, n°1/2 (2015): pp. 14-25. 
26 Observatory of Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law (OHRIHL) (n.d.): Synthesis of violence and 
armed confrontation in Colombia, 1998-2012 y 2015, Bogota, Colombia. 
27 Ibid., n.p. 
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It is at this conjuncture that we can see a point of escalation in the Colombian conflict where 
for the first time the defeat of the Government was plausible. Therefore, the message of the 
1998 electoral race emphasized the need to engage in dialogue with the various armed groups- 
particularly the FARC. Despite this consideration of a peace dialogue, the conflict was far from 
being “ripe” for resolution. To begin with, the group had in part given rise to the paramilitary 
phenomena, which was supported by parts of the Public Forces. This was compounded by the 
death of the great ideologue of the FARC Jacobo Arenas in 1990, as it allowed the most 
belligerent elements within the group to consolidate their power. Thus, within the FARC, but 
also within the framework of the peace process, names such as "Manuel Marulanda", "Mono 
Jojoy", "Raúl Reyes", and "Romaña" had gained importance, which would significantly reduce 
the likelihood of any meaningful negotiations.  

 

An examination of the general dynamics of the conflict during the 1,139-day-duration 
of the Caguán process clearly demonstrates that the FARC were nowhere near a "mutually 
hurting stalemate". Here, the guerillas, for the first time, gained an effective presence in over 
200 municipalities, and multiplied their battle fronts to almost 80. This was all underpinned by 
a sharp increase in combatants- from 14,000 to 18,00028. Combined with an increased presence 
and armed actions carried out in coca-growing areas in 60 municipalities, a total of 1,254 armed 
actions and revenues upwards of $1.3 billion were seen in this period29. The FARC’s territorial 
controlled peaked between 2002 and 2003, with a presence in up to 346 municipalities and 
combat operations exceeding a thousand. Half of these operations were carried out in coca-
growing regions as gaining revenue to allow the conflict to continue became of upmost 
importance30.  

 Not recognizing a situation of a “mutually hurting stalemate” was reciprocated by the 
Government, despite being the main driver in beginning negotiations. During the talks military 
expenditure sharply increased, for instance a rise from 2.9 to 3.5% from 1999 and 2002. 
Moreover, the US-Colombian Plan Colombia deal provided, from 1999-2002, over 2,000 
million dollars, most of it towards military funding such as the acquisition of helicopters, as 
well as aerial combat and anti-narcotics equipment31. 

Resultantly, military operations against the FARC, which were only 201 in 1998, 
increased to 244, 352, 660 and 1,162 in 1999, 2000, 2001 and 2002 respectively32. It can be 
therefore surmised that despite the ongoing dialogue process, the conflict was far from any sort 
of the maturity required by a “ripe moment” as a re-invigorated military gave rise to the 
possibility of a military victory.  

Additional evidence that points to a lack of genuine political will by both parties and the 
ultimate failure of the process: an overambitious agenda of 12 themes and 48 sub-themes33, the 
belligerent nature of the composition of the FARC’s negotiating team, the State’s disregard of 
the support of the process offered by the international community, largely excluding civil 

                                                           
28 Valencia, León (2002): Adiós a la política, bienvenida la guerra. Secretos de un malogrado proceso de paz, 
Bogota, Editorial Intermedio. 
29 Aguilera, Mario (2010): Las FARC: la guerrilla campesina 1949-2010, Bogota, Arfo. 
30 Observatory of Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law (OHRIHL) (n.d.): Synthesis of violence… 
op. cit., n.p. 
31 Otero, Diego (2010): El papel de los Estados Unidos en el conflicto armado colombiano, Bogota, Ediciones 
Aurora. 
32 Observatory of Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law (OHRIHL) (n.d.): Synthesis of violence… 
op. cit., n.p. 
33  Chernick, Mark (2012): Acuerdo posible. Solución negociada al conflicto armado colombiano, Bogota, 
Ediciones Aurora. 
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society from the process, and the absence of joint communiqués which damaged the publics 
confidence in the negotiations.    

Alongside this concurrent lack of objective maturity in Colombia, we can also see a 
subjective immaturity when talking to representatives of the Government at the time of Caguán: 

With regard to El Caguán, I can tell you that nobody wanted to negotiate. 
Pastrana was nervous when he lost with Serpa in the first round […]but Pastrana 
wanted the presidency; and at the same time, the FARC wanted to grow and take 
power in any way that was possible. From there, we never went beyond the first 
of the three phases that a conflict like the Colombian one deserves: The word is 
support for the rifle. The rifle is support for the word. The rifle is an obstacle to 
the word. In Caguán, we never went beyond the first level (H. Medina, personal 
interview). 

The process of Caguán is interpreted as a failure due to various considerations. 
Rather, it is the opposite, insofar as it marks a turning point in the evolution of 
the armed conflict. Perhaps the most important turning point. While in Caguán, 
the Public Force was being strengthened and Plan Colombia was being 
negotiated. So, what is the result of all this? The FARC will never again defeat 
the state in the military way, and it is there when its process of gradual 
weakening begins (G. Bula, personal interview). 

During the presidency of Andrés Pastrana, it is necessary to emphasize and give 
credit to the introduction of a different vision that changed the centrality of the 
Public Forces, and that directed it towards a greater modernization which was 
bolstered by external resources. Even so, it should be noted that the interference 
within the Caguán negotiations also produced limitations to this modernization, 
but nonetheless a major change occurred: a change of strategy in which they 
moved from weakness to greater and better strategic conception (J. Delgado, 
personal interview). 

As expected, the dialogue process of Caguán finished inconclusively in February 2002 during 
a time when the internal conflict was further intensified as the FARC and the Government 
strengthened and substantially improved their military forces. This frustrated end to the peace 
process not only undermined the image of President Pastrana, but also that of the FARC, who 
lost much of their credibility in the eyes of the Colombian public. Thus, it is in this context that 
an outsider of traditional bipartisan politics, Alvaro Uribe, won the Colombian presidency in 
August 2002, campaigning on a hardline policy of a military victory against the guerillas.  

The reaction of the FARC thereon was an increase in the armed activism towards the 
longstanding objective of taking political power by force. This can be deduced from the all-
time-high in the group’s combat actions between 2002 and 2003, with 1,278 in 2003 and a 
territorial presence in over 30034 . This peak turns in the face of exponential increases in 
Government investment in security and defense, but not before the highest levels of violence 
seen in the entire Colombian conflict between 2003 and 2005. By 2007, this shift in balance 
was obvious. At 414 in 152 municipalities, this represented a two-third decline in FARC combat 
actions35. 

                                                           
34 Observatory of Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law (OHRIHL) (n.d.): Synthesis of violence… 
op. cit., n.p. 
35 Ibid., n.p. 
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The role in the rebalancing of State Forces in this cannot be understated. Between 2002 and 
2004, over 4% of GDP was allocated to security and defense. Together with the aid from Plan 
Colombia this represented over 12,000 million dollars. Additionally, the Public Forces saw 
improvements and modernization to its structure, organization and coordination- greatly 
increasing its combat capacity. The National Police, for instance increased its members from 
110,000 to 160,000, whilst the Military Forces from 203,000 to 270,00036. The Armed Forces 
created 429 new operational structures, as well as 180 police stations and 152 police substations. 
Combined with the acquisition of dozens of helicopters and aircrafts, this allowed them to carry 
out an unpresented large number of military operations against the guerillas. Indeed, between 
2003 and 2005, there were 4,450 combat actions against the guerrillas37 compared to only 2,903 
on the part of the FARC38. 

 This critical and objective shift in the conflict is as readily observable from the FARC’s 
perspective. First, the group’s troop numbers reduced from almost 18,000 in 2003 to just over 
8,000 in 201039. Second, and in part in consequence of the first, the group lost 83% of their 
combat capacity over the same period. Thirdly, some its most significant commanders were 
killed- notably "Raul Reyes", "Mono Jojoy", "Alfonso Cano" and "Iván Ríos". We can therefore 
see how Uribe’s “Democratic Security Policy” reversed the trajectory of the armed conflict to 
favor the State. Figures of combat actions from 2006-2010 dramatically underscore this, with 
the FARC’s 3,027 being dwarfed by the 8,800 of the State.  

This move towards a probable military victory over the FARC, and the understanding 
that all possible police and military efforts should be marshaled towards this, can be seen in the 
discourse of concurrent government representatives.  

When the Democratic Security Policy was implemented, the main threat was 
terrorism, which, above all, was identified with the FARC. A FARC to which a 
higher level of concentration of resources and strategy was allocated […] good 
for weakening this guerilla systematically between 2002 and 2008. This is how 
the main indicators of violence, such as the homicide or kidnapping rates were 
reduced, so that it became clear that the policy was producing results. The extent 
to which they felt the 2008 offence was recognized even by Alfonso Cano 
himself in what he refers to "the progressive defeat of the FARC" in the 
"Strategic Plan of Alfonso Cano". That is how the situation returns to guerrilla 
warfare and a turning point due to the change in the balancing of forces, and in 
light of the recovery and consolidation of these strategic advantages (J. Delgado, 
personal interview). 

Since the year 2000, the decline of the FARC has been permanent. In fact, in 
addition to Plan Colombia and the Democratic Security Policy, we must 
highlight the tax for the war, which provided us with 447,000 million pesos and 
was used for very specific events that affected the military relationship. Night 
combat capacity was strengthened, 25,000-night vision googles were purchased, 
Army aviation was created, helicopters for night operations were acquired, as 
well as better combat equipment. These are aspects that cannot be ignored. The 

                                                           
36 Ministerio de Defensa Nacional (Mindefensa) (2010): Logros de la Política de Consolidación de la Seguridad 
Democrática, Bogota, p. 68. 
37 Between 1998 and 2002, the combats carried out by the Public Forces amounted 2,625. 
38 Observatory of Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law (OHRIHL) (n.d.): Synthesis of violence… 
op. cit., n.p. 
39 Ríos, Jerónimo (2017): Breve historia del conflicto armado en Colombia, Madrid, La Catarata. 
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war against terrorism meant pushing the FARC into the darkness since they lost 
international visibility, diplomatic spaces, and justifying the tax on war. The 
FARC have been politically discredited- narcotrafficking deprives them from 
ideological strength that they once had (H. Medina, personal interview). 

4. Public Forces, armed conflict, and the transformation of responsibilities 

It could be deduced from the above that with the security policy of Uribe, the conflict in 
Colombia was closer than ever from being ended through State force. This assertion, however, 
has several flaws.  

 First, due to guerilla tactics practiced by the FARC, despite retreating they were far 
from being defeated militarily. While they weakened in numbers, the group resorted to what 
Rios40 refers to as a double process of narcotization and periferialization, particularly between 
2009 and 2012. This sees the regrouping of the FARC to more marginal areas of the country 
where fighting (and losses) from the State are less likely. This can be seen in a reversal in the 
downward trend in guerilla combat actions that had been seen since 2003; 2008 saw 381 armed 
actions in 131 municipalities, whilst 2012 saw 824 actions in 190 municipalities41. In tandem, 
their territorial presence increased during this time, particularly in coca-growing and border 
regions of the country. Indeed, 60% of these actions took place in coca-producing areas, mainly 
in the northeast and southwest of the country. Similarly, these two mountainous and jungle 
border regions saw around 50% of the armed actions42. Simultaneously the overall number of 
FARC combatants, around 8,000, remained constant during this period.  

 Therefore, after years of the Democratic Security Policy the FARC appeared to be 
fatally weakened. Since 2012, however, their position has become entrenched, albeit in the 
different arrangement as seen through the double phenomena of periferialization and 
narcotization. This helps us to understand the resilience of the guerillas, even in the face of a 
huge increase in combat actions carried out against them- some 6,118 between 2008-201243. 

These shifting conflict dynamics means that it is not until 2010 that Touval and 
Zartman44 and Zartman’s45 "mutually hurting stalemate" becomes apparent. Despite all the 
efforts of the Democratic Security Policy and Plan Colombia, as well as the weakening of the 
FARC, a time of maturity on the objective conditions of the conflict is reached, in which the 
only possibility is its de-escalation is a negotiated solution. 

From the FARC’s perspective, in spite of its entrenchment, under an evident 
unfavorable re-balancing of State forces, the FARC sees the possibility of taking power by 
force as an impossibility. Similarly, the State, after investing 13,000 million dollars towards 
defeating the guerillas, sees the objective is far from being possible. This is exacerbated by the 
fact that operations against the FARC increasingly have to take place in more inhospitable 
terrain, such as jungle and border areas awash with landmines and terrain that provides great 

                                                           
40 Ríos, Jerónimo: “Dinámicas de la violencia guerrillera en Colombia”, Revista de Ciencias Sociales, vol. 22, n° 
3, (2016): pp. 84-103; Ríos, Jerónimo: “La periferialización del conflicto armado colombiano, 2002-
2014”, Geopolítica(s). Revista de Estudios sobre Espacio y Poder, Vol. 7, n° 2 (2016): pp. 251-275. 
41 Observatory of Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law (OHRIHL) (n.d.): Synthesis of violence… 
op. cit., n.p. 
42 Ibid., n.p. 
43 Ibid., n.p. 
44 Touval, Saadia & Zartman, William (1985): International mediation in theory and practice, Boulder, Westview. 
45 Zartman, William (1993): “The unfinished agenda. Negotiating internal conflicts”, in Stopping the Killing: How 
Civil Wars End, Nueva York, New York University Press, pp. 20-34; Zartman, William: “The timing of peace 
initiatives: hurting stalemates and ripe moments”, The Global Review of Ethnopolitics, Vol. 1, n° 1 (2001): pp. 8-
18. 
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difficulty to the Air Force to gain the effective superiority they they might enjoy in other 
environments. In sum, military operations were forced to be conducted in more difficult 
contexts, where military knowledge and the certainties of success are far lower than in the 
operations of previous years. 

What is perhaps a recognition of this is the election of Uribe’s former defense minister 
Juan Manuel Santos. Showing a marked change in direction from his predecessor, Santos 
immediately normalized relations with Venezuela and Ecuador due to their stated support for 
the process. This was followed by entrusting Sergio Jaramillo Caro with the task of initiating 
informal contacts with the FARC that would pave the way for the 2012 formal talks in Havana, 
Cuba.  

Henceforth, and until November 2016, and in spite of the challenges inherent in any 
peace process, there were many indications that the thinking of the conflict had reached its 
maturity, and unlike Caguán, a peaceful end to the conflict could be envisioned. A perfect 
measure of this was the dramatic reduction of combat actions conducted by the guerillas, falling 
from 824 across 190 municipalities in 2012 to 94 across 62 municipalities in 2015. This 
represents the lowest amount of combat actions and territorial presence in the last thirty years46. 
Despite there being no formal bilateral ceasefire, this pattern was reciprocal by the Public 
Forces, and overall military operations were almost non-existent between 2015 and 2016, and 
the 500 fatalities from 2012 to 2013 dropped to less than ten between 2015 and 2016.  

Equally importantly, other aspects to the negotiations were key to its final conclusion- 
the Peace Agreement. For example, the Agenda was kept to a manageable six items to be 
negotiated. The first two consisted of longstanding grievances of the FARC to improve agrarian 
development and political participation. The second two sought to address requests from the 
Colombian public through solving the problem of illicit drugs and another on victims and truth. 
The final two concerned ending the conflict - about how to achieve a definitive bilateral 
ceasefire – and the implementation, verification, and endorsement of the deal. 

The composition of the respective teams also showed a greater will to a negotiated 
settlement. The FARC has chosen more political delegation, rather than the military orientation 
of Caguán. The head of the team, "Iván Márquez", had been a congressman during the 1980s, 
through the Patriotic Union. Aside from him, the greatest negotiating weight was given to 
Pablo Catatumbo who followed the less belligerent FARC ideologue "Jesus Santrich". 
Likewise, to avoid fractures in the civil-military relationship, the Government’s delegation 
invited General Mora, of the Military Forces, and General Naranjo, of the National Police. 

Unlike El Caguán, two more nuetral negotiating locations were established. Norway, 
with its extensive experience in conflict resolution, financed and hosted the initial informal 
dialogues. Following this, Havana provided a place for these talks to continue at the formal 
level. Along with these two guarantor countries, Chile and Venezuela had a role in facilitating 
and mediating the dialogues. 

The treatment of victims showed that other pitfalls of Caguán had been avoided. The 
Episcopal Conference and the United Nations chose members to represent minority groups that 
had also suffered the conflict: ethnic minorities, LGBT groups, businesspeople, trade unionists, 
the military and peasants. This lent a legitimacy to the process as it allowed these groups to 
articulate and develop proposals, some of which were incorporated into the negotiating agenda 
and final agreement.  

                                                           
46 Observatory of Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law (OHRIHL) (n.d.): Synthesis of violence… 
op. cit., n.p. 
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The communication strategy was also taken far more seriously. Whereas Caguán had seen only 
misleading and often conflicting unilateral communiques, some 109 joint communiques were 
issued which saw that information emerging from the talks could be disseminated to civil 
society and the media in a previously discussed and agreed upon manner.  

As a result of this process, it is striking how such an important transformation has not 
only affected the Army and Police’s conception of the armed conflict, but also its perception 
of its role and duties to the country.  

For the police, armed post-conflict is simply the return to what we in our 
conception call rural citizen security. That is, perhaps because of the conflict, 
the rural people in Colombia, in terms of security have been somewhat 
neglected because the Military Forces and the Police, which I represent, have 
been more focused on combating the phenomenon of the guerrillas that were 
in, or that still persist in Colombia. Returning to a peace process, implementing 
the agreements allows the Police to return to its essential work. And what is 
its essence? Precisely, service to the community. In this case, the return of the 
Police is related to the countryside, to work with the rural peasants- not only 
to generate security. Not only to combat the criminal phenomena that will arise 
through or after post-conflict, but also to accompany those peasants in 
everything that has to do with rural development (R. Restrepo, personal 
interview).  

Nowadays, the role of the Military Forces will of course, have a more social-
developmental support, working with the community. The Ministry of Defense 
had handed over to the General Command of the Armed Forces three great 
pathways. We have a pathway that was the path of security. Also, we have a 
path of transition, which was the path where we participated, it was the pathway 
in charge of facilitating and supporting the national government, in everything 
that was related to the peace agreements; and an pathway of transformation that 
was the path that we have been working for years which focuses on the Forces 
that we want to have by the year 2030 (C. Rojas, personal interview). 

However, even considering the above excerpt, it is not only that the Peace Agreement leaves 
with it the possibility of changing the logic behind the work of the Public Forces regarding its 
relationship with the community and the hundreds of municipalities that were deprived of State 
protection for so many years. Crucially, a post-agreement context without a belligerent FARC 
could offer greater capability to combat other non-state armed groups, to the left and the right, 
which continue to contribute to widespread violence across much of the country.  

We are moving from the National Security to a citizen security as such. We have 
been working on the issue of roles, but what happens is that we come from a 
conflict lasting more than fifty years where the Colombians became accustomed 
to seeing the Forces in a combined way, we could almost say, the Military 
Forces and the National Police acting against insurgencies. If there is a peace 
process, and if this continues to advance as we expect, then obviously the 
Military Forces will have to redefine their action and activity in terms of citizen 
security. Also, the National Police has to redefine itself a lot, which was its 
method on national security issues. That is to say, each of its activities, I believe, 
must be adjusted gradually because, as I said, Colombians got used to that. So, 
let's say that getting to a point where there is a real separation of roles will take 
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some time, but I am absolutely sure that that this will happen (R. Restrepo, 
personal interview). 

Negotiations with this group have taken place, and a peace process with all these 
organizations has started. This does not mean that violence will end. The truth 
is that it does not end. There are still important factors such as drug trafficking, 
illegal mining, and smuggling that generate violence. But yes, ending the 
confrontation with these guerilla groups generates conditions that allows the 
State to be more effective in consolidating and defending national security (C. 
Rojas, personal interview). 

5. Conclusions 

As can be seen in the above explanation, it is possible to see a substantial change in some of 
the narratives of the representatives of the National Army and National Police. These provide 
a belief that a new page has been turned in the context the Colombian conflict- particularly in 
the areas of security and defense.  

Thus, until the beginning of the Havana Peace Process, the narratives all highlight an 
importance of confrontation and armed struggle against the FARC, even during the previous 
Caguán process. This has led to the perception that both the Democratic Security Policy and 
Plan Colombia have been successful instruments, not so much in the military defeat of the 
guerrilla, but in allowing a change in the balance of forces in favor of the State and the 
weakening of the guerillas.  

This requires negotiating and promoting cooperative exchanges in the shared aspiration 
to overcome the armed conflict, both on the side of the FARC and the State. Indeed, in the new 
“post-agreement” situation there are no reports of military victory in favor of the State or of 
the persistence in the fight against the guerrillas. On the contrary, the narratives collected 
coincide in highlighting that the post-agreement with the FARC opens another door for 
Colombia in terms of security and defense, where roles and responsibilities must be rethought, 
redefined, and optimized. 

This implies a greater involvement of the National Police with citizen security and 
defense of the territory (sovereignty) and that the Defense ministry must move beyond the 
current National Security paradigm which is more typical of the Cold War and the years of 
greater conflict intensity. In short, it is no longer a question of guiding efforts of war but of 
working resolutely and optimizing resources and structures in order to consolidate the new 
peace scenario that has begun in Colombia. 
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