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Editorial

Dear Readers,

When the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union disintegrated, it was more than just 
the final chord of a conflict in power politics between East and West: it was also the 
end of a clash between two disparate systems, two world views. The concept of the 
liberal market democracy had prevailed over the utopia of a communist world revolu­
tion. In the West in particular, a period of optimism began. Now that this clash of ide­
ologies had dissolved, democracy could triumph across the globe – or so many people 
thought at the time.

Today, more than 30 years later, we know that many of these hopes have not been 
fulfilled. And anyone following the foreign policy debate in Germany will notice that 
one concept in particular is increasingly finding its way into discussions, evoking 
memories of the bloc confrontation of the Cold War: the notion of a “systemic con­
flict”.

Is this systemic opposition between democracy and authoritarianism the key factor 
shaping today’s geopolitical developments? To what extent do states outside the West 
share this interpretation? And should this “systemic conflict” provide the main inter­
pretative framework in the field of foreign policy for us as Germans, Europeans and 
Western allies?

First of all, it is important to note that certain characteristics of the increasing con­
frontation between the Western states on the one hand and China, Russia and several 
other states on the other hand are indeed reminiscent of a systemic conflict. We can­
not close our eyes to the fact that China – in the totalitarian organisation of its own 
state and beyond – is attempting to relativise the international standards that have 
emerged since 1945 with regard to human rights or the rule of law in favour of its own 
authoritarian standards. In other words, China today is not only seeking global redis­
tribution of power within the existing system; it also wants to change the underlying 
rules of that system to our disadvantage. In view of this, we must strengthen our own 
competitiveness, economic independence and also our military deterrent potential 
and stand up resolutely for our liberal interpretation of fundamental concepts such as 
human rights, the rule of law and democracy in the relevant international bodies, in 
terms of both substance and strategy.
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The rise of new major powers has always created tensions in the international order, 
however, and it is plausible to assume that there would be friction between the West­
ern states that have dominated the world over the past decades and a rising power 
such as China even irrespective of differences in terms of political systems. And we 
should be more open than in the past – both to the public at home and to the outside 
world – about the fact that our foreign policy does not and cannot always be deter­
mined by moral considerations alone, but that it is also subject to necessities, con­
straints and our own interests. After all, many states outside the West have quite a 
keen sense of when we are “preaching water but drinking wine”, as Sabina Wölkner 
writes in this issue of International Reports.

Yet it is precisely these partners outside the West that we will need in the current 
geopolitical struggle. And here the vital question is whether or not it makes sense to 
view current developments primarily through the lens of a systemic conflict between 
democracy and autocracy – and to loudly proclaim this at every opportunity. The 
articles in this issue show clearly that there is reason to doubt this. Whether you read 
Susanne Käss’ analysis of a democratic state like Argentina, look at Lewe Paul’s arti­
cle on India or consider Anna Reismann’s article on Uganda and Canan Atilgan’s on 
the states of North Africa and the Middle East: none of the countries in focus shows 
even the slightest inclination to fit into a bloc logic of any kind or to make abstract 
normative issues the guiding principle of their own foreign policy. This is even true of 
states in the South Caucasus, which are well aware that the EU and Russia stand for 
two fundamentally different political and social models and – like Georgia and Arme­
nia – essentially have a clear preference for the Western model: they still shy away 
from taking a stand against Russia for security policy reasons, as Stephan Malerius 
points out in his article.

What dominates across all continents is that nations are following a pragmatic policy 
guided by their own concrete interests, geared far less towards fundamental princi­
ples than towards what they can achieve for themselves in the respective situation. 
The fact that many states avoid taking sides – either for the West or for its challeng­
ers – has varying reasons, sometimes of a historical nature. And that policy is perfectly 
rational from those states’ point of view. On the one hand, no one wants to join the 



4

side that might eventually lose the global conflict, which is why many actors simply 
want to wait and see who “wins”. On the other hand, a nation that does not commit 
itself and is courted by both sides can push up the “price” for offering its support. In 
their foreign policy actions, not even democracies are automatically partners to the 
West on all issues and in some cases have considerably different perceptions and posi­
tions, for example with regard to Russia. This is true of Brazil, Mexico and India, but 
also of the NATO partner Turkey. Conversely, even hard autocracies are not neces­
sarily close partners of China or Russia.

What does this mean in terms of our German and European foreign policy? Firstly, 
we will to some extent have to accept the sober, pragmatic – one might say “trans­
actional” – approach adopted by many states. This requires us to undertake a realistic 
assessment and be open to other countries’ perspectives, interests and constraints, 
coupled with the ability to compare their interests with our own as we identify over­
laps and then harness them consistently. As Andrea Ostheimer points out in her 
article, there is an overlap with many states in the defence of certain fundamental 
principles of the UN Charter, such as state sovereignty and territorial integrity. Here, 
we can forge alliances that extend far beyond the group of Western nations or even 
that of democratic states.

Secondly, it means we must be prepared to invest in relations with potential part­
ner states in the long term and not just on a crisis-oriented basis. In individual cases, 
responding to their interests, for example in trade or arms partnerships, may entail 
looking beyond our own short-term economic benefit if this offers the prospect of 
binding the respective state closer to us politically in the medium term.

Finally, we have to recognise that while there are no “good dictators” from our point 
of view, as every dictatorship by its very nature restricts human rights and runs coun­
ter to what we stand for, it would at the same time be irrational to limit the circle of 
our potential foreign policy partners to democracies – let alone liberal democracies – 
from the outset. Caroline Kanter is right when she states in this issue: “when it comes 
to our foreign relations, not all autocrats are the same.”
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There are quite a number of states in the world whose political and social systems 
do not correspond to our ideal, but which – unlike Russia and, increasingly, China – 
do not regard themselves as our adversaries or behave as such. Engaging with these 
countries on the basis of a purist interpretation of our values and standards is unlikely 
to bring any of these countries closer to our values, but it does risk driving them even 
further into the arms of the revisionist powers, thereby strengthening the latter’s posi­
tion in terms of global power. While a pragmatic approach will not immediately turn 
such states into friends, it does mean that we can stay open to cooperation on those 
issues where there are common interests, thereby helping prevent the global balance 
of power from tipping in favour of China and Russia and, thus, ultimately doing better 
service to our values as well.

It is true that there is a global systemic conflict. In order to compete successfully 
within this conflict, we should bear it in mind at all times, but not constantly talk 
about it to third parties. We should focus more on pragmatic action and less on out­
ward posturing and high-publicity declarations that are often aimed primarily at a 
receptive domestic audience.

I hope you will find this report a stimulating read.

Yours,

Dr Gerhard Wahlers is Editor of International Reports, Deputy Secretary General and Head  
of the Department European and International Cooperation of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung  
(gerhard.wahlers@kas.de).

mailto:gerhard.wahlers%40kas.de?subject=


Content

6

 

Why Many States Are Not Taking Sides 
and What That Means for Us



8 
“We Need to Stop Looking at Things 
Solely from a European Perspective”
On “Value-driven Pragmatism” in Foreign  
Policy and the Work of Political Foundations
An Interview with Caroline Kanter

18 
“Nobody Wants to Be on the  
Wrong Side of History”
Systemic Rivalry and Unity in Defence  
of the UN Charter
Andrea Ellen Ostheimer

29 
Many New Alliances
The Middle East and North Africa in  
the Global “Systemic Rivalry”
Canan Atilgan

7

39 
A Laboratory of Systemic Rivalry
The South Caucasus between Russia and  
the European Union
Stephan Malerius

49 
What Colour Is the Lotus?
India Chooses Not to See a Systemic Conflict
Lewe Paul

60 
“I Am Pro-myself ”

Uganda’s Response to Russia’s War of  
Aggression against Ukraine
Anna Reismann

72 
The Courted Bride?
Argentina in the New Global Order
Susanne Käss

83 
Climate Action in the Global South
Revitalised Cooperation or Exacerbated  
Polarisation?
Sabina Wölkner

Not just freedom versus dictatorship: The UN General 
Assembly during a vote on Russia’s war against Ukraine. 
While some autocratic states joined those voting against 
Moscow, some democratic governments failed to do so. 
Photo: © Lev Radin, Pacific Press, picture alliance.



8

Systemic Conflict? No Thanks!

“We Need to Stop  
Looking at Things Solely 

from a European Perspective”
On “Value-driven Pragmatism” in Foreign Policy  

and the Work of Political Foundations

An Interview with Caroline Kanter

P
h

o
to

: ©
 A

lexan
d

ra M
e

ljn
ko

va, d
p

a, p
ictu

re
 allian

ce
.



9Systemic Conflict? No Thanks!

Being pragmatic is not the same as being arbitrary or betraying 
your values – in fact, it is an imperative for German and 
European foreign policy, says Caroline Kanter, new Deputy 
Head of the European and International Cooperation  
Department at the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, in an  
interview with International Reports. She explains why this 
applies equally to the work done by the foundation abroad.

International Reports (IR): Ms Kanter, the term “systemic 
conflict” frequently crops up in the debate on foreign policy 
here in Germany. According to this narrative, we are wit-
nessing a stand-off between liberal democracies and author-
itarian rulers as they wrestle over the future structure of the 
international order. The idea is that the world is caught up 
in a conflict of values. Yet as frequently becomes apparent in 
this issue of International Reports, many non-Western states 
do not see a systemic conflict, nor do they feel that they have 
to position themselves. What is your view: is there a systemic 
conflict or not? Caroline Kanter: If we look at the 

Western states – first and foremost 
the United States – on the one hand and China on the other, since these two are 
generally regarded as the main rivals, we can see that this is certainly about com­
peting systems and world views. So to some extent the debate does revolve around 
the antithesis between freedom and authoritarianism. If we look at the current 
global political constellation, however, this antithesis is not the only key factor. On 
the one hand, it is indeed a more complex phenomenon that goes beyond a “great 
power conflict”. On the other hand, in addition to the starkly contrasting political 
and social systems, it also involves a clash between interests that are simply very 
distinct and sometimes contradictory. An entirely different question – but perhaps 
one that is crucial here – is, in my view, the position adopted by the numerous states 
that are not among the main players and how these other states actually behave.

IR: Looking at the articles in this issue, there can be little doubt, 
as already mentioned, that the notion of a “systemic conflict” 
is simply not shared by a large number of countries. What 
conclusions can we draw from this in terms of German foreign 
policy? Kanter: You’re absolutely right: 

in some cases, the countries con- 
cerned don’t see a systemic conflict, while in others they may see the conflict but 
are unwilling to get involved in it and deliberately avoid taking sides. So there are 
essentially two things we need here. Firstly, we have to define the following for our­
selves: what are our values and what are our interests? And in view of this, which 
countries can we cooperate with more closely in the future? What resources do we 
want to deploy and to what extent are we an attractive partner for these countries? 
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In this connection, it is impossible to ignore the complex and sometimes contra­
dictory relationship between freedom, stability and security in terms of our foreign 
policy focus. This is something we have to face up to as we weigh up how far we are 
willing to go in advocating these values and interests.

In my discussions with the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung’s international partners, I 
keep noticing that many countries – in Europe and far beyond – expect Germany 
to play a more active role at the international level. We haven’t done enough to live 
up to this expectation in the past. We now need to look at this more closely so as 
to establish where we can pursue partnerships more intensely with countries that 
share our interest in a common future based on an international set of rules. This 
is not just a question of being more active, however: we have to proceed more stra­
tegically, too. The focus in the past was on aspects of economic and trade policy. 
Since the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine, if not before, it has become 
clear that we need to be more strategic and take geopolitical factors into account in 
our foreign and security policy. The recently published National Security Strategy 
addresses this necessity. Nevertheless, in the medium term, we will be judged by 
the concrete measures we take and the results they produce.

IR: So we firstly have to be clear about what we want. And 
secondly? Kanter: Secondly, as Germans 

and Europeans, we simply have to 
accept the fact that many states around the world gear their position very pragmat­
ically towards their own interests. We must bear in mind, for example, that while 
we tend to regard the war of aggression against Ukraine as a watershed moment – 
a so-called Zeitenwende, or “turning point” in history – in other parts of the world, 
especially in the Global South, it is seen as a geographically distant conflict, even 
though the consequences of this war are felt globally. We have to acknowledge that 
some of these states don’t want to bow to the pressure of having to choose one side 
or the other but prefer to pursue their own genuine interests in the regional and 
global context.

This “non-alignment” is something we have to acknowledge. We can’t divide the 
world into two camps against the will of other countries and impose our view on 
them. Instead, we need to stop looking at things solely from a German and Euro­
pean perspective for once and develop an awareness and an understanding of other 
countries’ interests, points of view and constraints. I’m thinking here of India, for 
example, which has maintained close military relations with Russia for years and 
where Russian weapons account for by far the largest share of the military arse­
nal. So if we call on India to withdraw from this cooperation, we have to come up 
with alternatives. What we have to do is compare these states’ expectations with 
our own positions and identify the points where it is possible to pursue common 
interests and define common strategic goals.
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IR: In other words, you’re appealing for more pragmatism. 
Does this leave room for our much-cited values? Kanter: Of course, we have val­

ues, and we are guided by these 
values – they underpin our sense of identity and our political actions. Incidentally, 
this is what sets us apart from some of the other players in international politics. 
But it’s important for us to consider on a case-by-case basis what weight we want 
to attach to these values in our relations with a particular state. And also, how we 
want to advocate these values and how strongly. You might call this “value-driven 
pragmatism”. Being pragmatic is not the same as being arbitrary: it means you 
have a certain aim or a certain value, but you need to ask yourself in each situa­
tion whether a particular action or statement will actually help you get closer to 
achieving this goal or value, or whether it is simply self-affirming and ultimately 
counter-productive in terms of the practical outcome. We should therefore focus 
much more on achieving the goal and not merely on proclaiming our commitment 
to this goal.

What is more, it can’t hurt to demonstrate a little humility: when it comes to foreign 
policy action, we should ask ourselves from time to time whether we ourselves are 
always able to meet at home the demands and standards we propagate abroad. I 
also think it is up to us, as part of the public debate, to point out certain dilemmas in 
foreign and security policy, to explain them and hence to meet people here on their 
own terms and raise their awareness.

IR: More generally, the question is whether or not we as Euro-
peans are actually still in a position to dictate our conditions 
and standards at all. Kanter: The answer to that is no.  

Today, countries in Latin Amer- 
ica, Africa and Asia usually have a number of options to choose from: they aren’t 
dependent on Western partners, so they are not queuing up to cooperate with us. 
Self-confident and guided by their interests, these countries weigh up which part­
nerships might benefit them most, and they look closely at the terms and condi­
tions brought up by a potential partner. Take the example of South America. For 
decades, the EU has been working on an association agreement with the Merco­
sur trade alliance. We essentially have a fully negotiated text, but some European 
states are focusing too much on their own agricultural interests and environmental 
standards, and in doing so they are jeopardising ratification of the agreement. Here, 
a pragmatic attitude would be helpful that takes greater account of the overall geo­
political context. Our approach to date risks making the Mercosur countries turn 
away from us and give preference to other countries instead. If this happens, we 
won’t get any closer to meeting our standards: we’ll simply lose influence. So we 
have to be aware of the risk of failing to act, too. We shouldn’t be too hesitant and 
allow too much time to pass: other competitors – attractive potential partners for 
the Latin American states – are waiting in the wings.



12 International Reports 2|2023

Wrong priorities: If the EU and its member states continue to delay partnerships for domestic political reasons,  
as is happening with the association agreement with South American Mercosur, which has been under negotiation  
for almost 25 years, new spaces will keep opening up for Beijing and Moscow. Photo: © Arne Dedert, dpa, 
picture alliance.

IR: But when it gets down to the concrete details, pragma-
tism in foreign policy means not only giving up on maximum 
demands in terms of environmental standards but also engag-
ing with autocrats. This quickly attracts criticism. For example, 
the German government’s ongoing efforts to obtain natural gas 
supplies from the Gulf since last year have led some people to 
say that Germany has learned nothing from what happened 
with Russia and is now simply looking to purchase energy from 
different autocrats. Does this argument hold water? Kanter: That doesn’t tell the whole 

story in my view. It’s important for 
us not to become unilaterally dependent on another state again, particularly not on 
an authoritarian one. The acid test here will be our relationship with China. All in 
all, I’m in favour of a pragmatic and nuanced consideration of each individual case. 
We have to be honest here: when it comes to our foreign relations, not all autocrats 
are the same. Russia’s war of aggression violates Ukraine’s sovereignty, so the cur­
rent Russian regime simply can’t be a partner for us. As we cast around for new 
partnerships globally or seek to strengthen existing ones, we should be guided by 
the question of whether we can pursue an international rules-based order together 
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that is accepted and embraced in practice by the respective actors. A nuanced 
approach when assessing partners should also take into account the regional role 
and global significance of the country in question. Another relevant question is that 
of political stability.

We need to be prudent and pragmatic rather than Eurocentric in our assessments 
and expectations, as illustrated by developments in North Africa, for example. The 
hopes we Europeans placed in the “Arab Spring” were not fulfilled. After a little 
more than ten years, we have to conclude that democracy has not taken hold and 
that in some cases we’re dealing with autocracies. But here, too, I would advise 
against closing the door completely. Instead, we should weigh up how to deal 
with each state in the future. After all, the developments in these countries have 
a direct and indirect impact on Europe, and there are issues we should be working 
on together. Here I'm thinking of the energy transition in particular, but there are 
obviously the challenges of dealing with migration, too.

IR: So you don't think much of the idea that Europe should 
withdraw into itself economically as far as possible, at most 
maintaining key trade relations with like-minded democratic 
states – in other words, pursue a policy of “friendshoring”? Kanter: I would expressly warn 

against such ideas, since they ulti- 
mately amount to a new form of protectionism. On the contrary, we should be 
pushing for new free trade agreements – and not only with the Mercosur states I 
mentioned a moment ago. The conclusion to draw from our experience with Russia 
should not be self-sufficiency but diversification – in other words broadly based 
trade relations so as to avoid dependence on individual actors. The challenge here 
will be how to maintain our values while operating in contexts that are complex 
but strategically important to us. If we look at the mining of critical resources, for 
example, it becomes clear that we also need to think about linking trade and devel­
opment policy more closely than in the past.

IR: Many of the issues and dilemmas we’ve discussed here also 
apply to the international cooperation work pursued by the 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung. We have international offices in 
more than 80 countries on all continents and operate in well 
over 100 countries. The guiding principle of the foundation 
is “shaping democracy together”. But if we look at the relevant 
democracy indices, we soon see that this is not fully possible in 
all of these countries in the way we’d ideally like. And things 
are not necessarily getting any better either, the catchword here 
being “shrinking spaces”. What can we do about this? Kanter: It’s true that spaces of plu- 

ralism are closing – or at least be- 
coming narrower. Some of the problems we’ve just discussed with regard to offi­
cial German and European foreign policy are also relevant to the work done by the 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung abroad. And I believe the processes we engage in when 
it comes to weighing up solutions, and the answers to these problems should be 
similar to those we just talked about.
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Let's take the issue of values, for example. All the partners we work with inter­
nationally know what we stand for and what we’re aiming to achieve. We’re not 
politically neutral and we stand by that. We’re a German political foundation that 
follows fundamental Christian Democratic convictions. In concrete terms, this 
means that we attach key importance to the dignity of the individual, we stand 
up for democracy, the rule of law and the social market economy, and European 
integration and transatlantic relations are of particular concern to us. These are the 
values that guide us and provide us with orientation in our concrete project work 
on the different continents. Nonetheless: for us, too, having values and goals is 
not the same as showcasing them in every situation and in every relationship. It’s a 
weighing-up process that involves defining what is opportune in which setting and 
at what point in time. This has a lot to do with respectful communication, too, and 
not least with credibility. Are we going to criticise states in public discourse? Do 
we presume to regard our view as the ultimate standard? Or do we seek to engage 
in dialogue? The public stage is not always the appropriate setting: it is often used 
to address a domestic audience and not primarily the society of the country con­
cerned.

And of course, we can still be successful in pursuing our goals through concrete 
projects without having to attach labels that might cause friction in other cultures, 
even though such labels might be popular in Germany. Here I’m thinking of the 
area of political participation: for decades now, the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung has 
been committed to strengthening political participation among women and young 
politicians worldwide, and we implement educational measures to promote these 
social groups in political office. This is something we need to continue to do in a 
pragmatic way without giving it a new label. This is how we gain support from our 
local partners.

IR: So you think our, too, work needs to be based on  
“value-driven pragmatism”? Kanter: You could certainly call 

it that. We’ll repeatedly be faced 
with the decision of how to deal with the shrinking spaces you just mentioned: do 
we make the most of the space we have left, or do we withdraw from a country 
where we don’t have – or no longer have – the space we would like? This brings me 
back once again to a principle I mentioned at the beginning: we have to focus on 
pragmatic, case-by-case decisions. For us at the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, too, 
one important issue is what relevance a particular country has within its region, but 
also in the global context. There may be cases – and there actually have been in the 
past – where we come to the conclusion that involvement in the country concerned 
is no longer worthwhile because our room for manoeuvre has become too narrow 
and cooperation with our partners in civil society or in the political domain in the 
respective countries is no longer possible. But there are sometimes cases in which 
the benefits of our presence outweigh any limitations we may face on the ground.
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Are all autocracies the same? Not being democrats is what the Emir of Qatar and the Russian President have in 
common. But when it comes to the question of whether they can be foreign policy partners for Germany and 
Europe, other criteria must also be taken into consideration. Photo: © Vyacheslav Prokofyev, AP, picture alliance.

IR: Can you give us an example of such benefits? Kanter: In some cases, it can be of 
enormous value just to be able to 

observe developments on the ground in a particular country and make our analyses 
available to the public and decision-makers in Germany. We talked earlier about the 
fact that as Germans and Europeans we can’t simply impose our views and values on 
other countries but must pragmatically respond to their interests and perspectives – 
but this means we need to have a realistic picture of what those are. I think we can 
make a very significant contribution here based on the country-specific expertise 
that we generate through our dense network of offices.

We sometimes tend to be guided more by wishful thinking than by the political 
realities on the ground, which means we’re surprised when things don’t develop 
the way we expected or would like. And by the way, this applies not only to devel­
opments on other continents but in the European context too, where we’re some­
times surprised at the electoral choices people make. We aim to use our local 
presence to help build a sound basis for making assessments. This presence, espe­
cially through local partners, enables us to gain insights at an early stage so that we 
can identify changes and trends.
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IR: One obvious objection would be that Germany already 
has at least as dense a network of official government offices 
abroad, namely its embassies and consulates. Kanter: I think their work and 

that of the political foundations 
complement each other in some respects, which also means that we as a founda­
tion can do things the diplomatic missions sometimes can't. The diplomatic corps 
primarily maintains relations with the government of the host country – that’s what 
it’s supposed to do. So here there is no option of “choosing” who you engage with.

As a political foundation, we enter into partnerships in countries that respect our 
values and share our interests. Our partners are often political parties – whether 
in government or in opposition. On the one hand, this means that we may have 
already been working with certain actors for many years before they move into 
decision-making positions, as a result of which we have direct access and deeper 
bonds of trust. Secondly, in my opinion, that often enables us to detect political 
developments in our host countries at a particularly early stage.

What is more, our target groups and priorities differ from those of the diplomatic 
actors: we maintain close relations with civil society organisations and with aca­
demic institutions and think tanks. This enables us to perform a kind of “gauging 
and explaining” function: we can tap into issues that are relevant in other regions 
of the world early on and introduce them in the German and European debate. In 
this connection, I’m particularly thinking of the regional programmes we launched 
several years ago that are dedicated to the topic of climate and energy security. 
Here, we succeeded at an early stage in focusing more on the Arctic – which is rel­
evant both geostrategically and from the point of view of security and resources – 
and in highlighting the positions of the Arctic states. Another example is the field 
of artificial intelligence: our presence in Asia is crucial if we want to identify trends, 
new policy approaches and experiences and feed these into the European debate. 
In my view, our work abroad offers enormous added value through this transfer of 
knowledge and the possibility of feeding information back to Germany and Europe.

IR: So if in doubt, it’s better to leave a door open? Kanter: Absolutely. We’ve talked 
a lot about shrinking spaces – and 

unfortunately, we have to acknowledge realistically that this phenomenon is grow­
ing rather than declining worldwide. But there are positive developments where 
new spaces are opening up, too, and we can identify these spaces early on due to 
our presence on the ground, enabling us to actively promote closer relations.

And we shouldn’t forget the role as a “door-opener” when it comes to intensifying 
existing partnerships. In recent years, the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung has, in my 
view, taken a good strategic look at where we can gain important points of access, 
partnerships and sources of information through new locations so as to intensify 
relations in like-minded nations, thus allowing us to advance a shared commitment 
to a rules-based international order. Here I’m thinking of our new offices in Canada, 
Australia and in Stockholm for the Nordic countries – all democratic partner coun­
tries that are closely linked to us.
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But there’s also our office in Baghdad, which enables us to be very close to the 
developments in this important country and maintain direct dialogue with the 
actors on the ground. We also want to send a signal that we’re interested in devel­
opments there and that there shouldn’t be a vacuum that is filled by others. After 
all, that is a reality and to some extent a failure on our part: in both Africa and 
Latin America, we’ve allowed free spaces to emerge that are now occupied by auto­
cratic actors – regional and global forces. I think that, based on strategic decisions 
and partnership-oriented action, the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung has positioned 
itself well in recent years to be able to tackle global challenges with the support of 
partners worldwide.

The interview was conducted by Sören Soika and Fabian Wagener – translated from German.

Caroline Kanter has been Deputy Head of the Euro-
pean and International Cooperation Department of 
the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung since April 2023. Her 
previous work for the foundation included positions 
as Head of the offices in Rome and in Paris.
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The present article summarises eleven confi­
dential background conversations held in New 
York between March and May 2023 with perma­
nent representatives to the United Nations from 
Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Middle East.2 
The overall guiding question was how states that 
are represented in the G77 group,3 are mem­
bers of the Security Council or are the subject of 
discussions in the Security Council perceive the 
narrative, promoted by the West, of a systemic 
conflict in relation to the war in Ukraine and 
to the increasing rivalry and tensions between 
the United States and China in the multilateral 
context.

The author examined whether the United 
States and Europe are perceived as putting too 
much pressure on other states to take sides, and 
whether the argument of the West about defend­
ing freedom and human rights might alienate 
those governments who themselves do not hon­
our these values in their own domestic context. 
Should those states who align their foreign policy 
with particular values show more flexibility and 
seek closer cooperation with those states who 
do not share their values-based orientation in 
order to address global challenges? The author 
also wanted to know why a group of more than 
30 states abstained from the voting on the UNGA 
resolutions relating to the war in Ukraine. In rela­
tion to the systemic rivalry between the United 
States and China, which now goes beyond mere 
competition, the author also asked the interlocu­
tors how they perceive this situation.

The debate and voting during the Emergency 
Special Session on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
at the UN General Assembly (UNGA) on 23 Feb­
ruary 2023 has shown that the international 
community remains overwhelmingly united in 
condemning Russia’s violation of the UN Char­
ter in its aggression against Ukraine. A total of 
141 states voted in favour of resolution ES-11/6, 
demanding “that the Russian Federation imme­
diately, completely and unconditionally with­
draw all of its military forces from the territory 
of Ukraine within its internationally recognized 
borders, and call[ing] for a cessation of hos­
tilities”.1 But beyond this show of solidarity in 
defence of the principles of territorial integrity 
and sovereignty, positions and opinions have 
begun to differ one year after the invasion.

Sanctions on Russia have largely been imposed 
by the United States, the EU and EU member 
states, while others have decided not to follow 
this path. Many countries in the Global South 
perceive the war as a conflict between the West 
and Russia. They do not want to be dragged into 
one camp but would rather remain neutral. For 
more than a year now, the US and European 
governments have tried to canvass support from 
the international community for Ukraine, shap­
ing the narrative that defending Ukraine means 
defending the rules-based order and the future 
of freedom itself. In recent months, various 
European leaders have also argued that neutral­
ity in this conflict is tantamount to supporting 
the aggressor.

In view of the Russian attack on Ukraine, a clear majority of 
states around the world are demanding the withdrawal of 
Russian troops from the neighboring country when called to 
vote in the United Nations General Assembly. And yet there 
are considerable differences in their willingness to impose 
sanctions and in the interpretation of the conflict and its 
geopolitical background. Many countries see no reason to 
clearly choose one global political camp. Their UN  
representatives present various arguments to explain  
that position – and the West should listen to them.
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the same overwhelming support that the other 
four resolutions garnered.

On the suspension of Russia from the Human 
Rights Council, permanent representatives high­
lighted that a) states with a questionable human 
rights record themselves did not want to create 
a precedent; and b) they saw the measure as 
counterproductive for keeping channels of com­
munication open with Russia. From a diplomatic 
perspective, the objectives of multilateralism are 
to have everybody around the table and to find a 
solution to problems through negotiations. Along 
these lines, exclusion as an act of punishment is 
not seen as an adequate way to proceed as it pre­
cludes diplomatic engagement. Moreover, from 
a diplomatic point of view, the arrest warrant for 
Putin issued by the International Criminal Court 
is considered to be detrimental. It is seen as fur­
ther cornering the Russian leader and as a poten­
tial burden for a negotiation process.4

A majority of the G77 states sees the “rules-based 
order” as a concept of the West, and some of 
them perceive it as an instrument to cement the 
dominance and influence of the United States. 

The following summary reflects the opinions 
and positions of the interviewed permanent 
representatives at the United Nations in New 
York. Factual information has been added by the 
author.

Neither the Arab world nor  
African countries want to  
confront Russia.

The Charter of the United Nations:  
The Lowest Common Denominator

As the six votes on Ukraine in the UN General 
Assembly have shown, the international commu­
nity largely stands united behind the UN Char­
ter and in defence of the principles of territorial 
integrity, sovereignty and non-interference. A 
closer look at the six corresponding resolutions 
tabled in 2022 and 2023 reveals that resolution 
ES-11/3 on Russia’s suspension from the Human 
Rights Council and resolution ES-11/5 demand­
ing accountability and compensation did not find 

Fig. 1: �Voting Pattern in the UN General Assembly on Resolutions on the Russian War against Ukraine

Sources: own illustration with data from UN 2022: Aggression against Ukraine: resolution / adopted by the General 
Assembly, A/RES/ES-11/1, 2 Mar 2022, in: https://bit.ly/43jJ6js [31 May 2023]; UN 2022: Humanitarian conse-
quences of the aggression against Ukraine: resolution / adopted by the General Assembly, A/RES/ES-11/2,  
24 Mar 2022, in: https://bit.ly/43h0ipZ [31 May 2023]; UN 2022: Suspension of the rights of membership of the 
Russian Federation in the Human Rights Council: resolution / adopted by the General Assembly, A/RES/ES-11/3,  
7 Apr 2022, in: https://bit.ly/44yfEr7 [31 May 2023]; UN 2022: Territorial integrity of Ukraine: defending the 
principles of the Charter of the United Nations: resolution / adopted by the General Assembly, A/RES/ES-11/4,  
12 Oct 2022, in: https://bit.ly/44ANBHI [31 May 2023]; UN 2022: Furtherance of remedy and reparation for  
aggression against Ukraine: resolution / adopted by the General Assembly, A/RES/ES-11/5, 14 Nov 2022, in:  
https://bit.ly/44fOxkX [31 May 2023]; UN 2023: Principles of the Charter of the United Nations underlying a 
comprehensive, just and lasting peace in Ukraine: resolution / adopted by the General Assembly, A/RES/ES-11/6,  
23 Feb 2023, in: https://bit.ly/3D1FQ1t [31 May 2023].
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UN charter, a group of more than 30 member 
states has decided to abstain in the voting on 
those resolutions that put the protection of UN 
principles at the heart of their message.

Four recurrent motivations for abstaining can be 
identified:

•	 economic ties and financial implications of 
the war;

•	 security considerations and historical ties;
•	 alleged application of double standards by 

the West;
•	 need for keeping a back door open for  

negotiations.
 
Economic Ties and Financial  
Implications of the War

Although at this point it is still largely just an 
impression, the war in Ukraine comes at a high 
cost for countries that depend on Official Devel­
opment Assistance (ODA), particularly those in 
Africa. Rising food and energy prices in those 
countries are already jeopardising commit­
ments and progress on the Sustainable Devel­
opment Goals. As one interlocutor put it: “Your 
perception of the world is universal, but my 
problems are not necessarily. My priorities are 
getting food on the table, climate change and 
global trade.”

With regard to the positioning of Latin Ameri­
can countries, and in particular their lack of sup­
port for a sanctions regime against Russia, the 
twofold dependencies to which they are subject 
must be taken into account. For them, Russia 
is not only an important sales market for their 
agricultural products; they also need Russian 
fertiliser for their own agro-industries.

While budget allocations in Western countries 
so far do not indicate any cuts in aid to Africa 
or other regions, the proportions alone create 
the feeling among developing countries that 
their problems have become secondary. The US 
Congress approved a package of 113 billion US 
dollars in aid and military assistance to Ukraine 
and allied nations in 2022.5 For the African 

To those states, China’s narrative that interna­
tional law, and thus the Charter of the United 
Nations, needs to be upheld is more appealing.

The West therefore succeeds in rallying support 
only in cases where it calls for the defence of the 
UN principles of territorial integrity, sovereignty 
and non-interference. This is the lowest com­
mon denominator that unites the international 
community. Any attempt to condemn and hold 
Russia accountable in a multilateral context at 
the current stage of the conflict meets with lim­
ited support. Neither the Arab world nor African 
countries want to confront Russia. For the atten­
tive observer, this division between the United 
States, Europe and their closest allies on one 
side and the remaining countries on the other 
became clear during the debates in the UNGA 
and the Security Council on the anniversary of 
the Russian invasion in February 2023. Whereas 
all European foreign ministers and the EU High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy spoke in both UN bodies, the voices from 
Africa and Asia were only sporadic and at ambas­
sadorial level. In the Security Council, this divide 
was even more obvious as, apart from members 
of the Security Council, only European repre­
sentatives took the floor as external speakers. 
Even though resolution ES-11/6 does not explic­
itly condemn the invasion, as this had been a 
point of controversy in the negotiations, many 
European speakers in the UNGA debate in Febru­
ary 2023 emphasised the need for a united con­
demnation of the invasion.

Rising food and energy  
prices are jeopardising  
progress on the Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Abstentions in Voting:  
A Tell-all of Geopolitical Dynamics,  
Perceptions and Grievances

Irrespective of the argument that the interna­
tional community must unite in defence of the 
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address security challenges mainly on the Afri­
can continent, 3.6 billion euros (or 64 per cent) 
of the 5.6 billion euro allocation for the financial 
period from 2021 to 2027 have already been ded­
icated to Ukraine (up to February 2023).8 Since 
the start of the war in Ukraine, a total of 698 mil­
lion euros has been given to the African Union 
(AU), Niger, Mauritania and the Gulf of Guinea 
countries, with the largest share going to the 
AU for its peace and security architecture (600 
million euros for the period from 2022 to 2024).

Although EU representatives often profess their 
support for developing countries in their UNGA 
speeches, the feeling prevails among permanent 
representatives that more understanding must 
be shown for the concerns of others. More out­
reach and action are needed to enhance food 
security and to address issues such as debt sus­
tainability for developing countries in an age 

continent, the Biden administration proposed to 
Congress an increase in the State, Foreign Oper­
ations and Related Programs (SFOPS) budget 
from 7.65 billion US dollars (2022) to 7.77 bil­
lion US dollars in the fiscal year 2023.6 Another 
example is the assistance to Mexico in the con­
text of the U.S.-Mexico Bicentennial Framework 
for Security, Public Health, and Safe Communi­
ties (a security partnership that also addresses 
border and migration management issues). 
Funding for the International Narcotics Control 
and Law Enforcement cooperation remained 
stable at 64 million US dollars, and the Eco­
nomic Support Fund was actually increased 
from 57.8 million US dollars in 2022 to 75 mil­
lion US dollars in 2023.7

The situation in the European context differs, 
however. From the European Peace Facility, 
a newly created EU instrument designed to 

Further cornering the Russian leader? The arrest warrant issued by the International Criminal Court against 
Vladimir Putin is deemed counterproductive by some UN member states. Photo: © Allison Bailey, NurPhoto, 
picture alliance.
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power projection when it serves its own interest. 
In the conversations, this was often summarised 
as “double standards by the West”.

The situation in the Palestinian territories and 
the silence on Israel’s illegal settlements seems 
to be a subject of grievance and controversy 
underestimated by the West. The criticism of 
the West’s acquiescence appeared in almost 
every conversation with African and Arab 
ambassadors. Particularly in the Arab world, it 
stirs up emotions against the West within soci­
eties. But on the multilateral stage, too, it can 
become an obstacle for the West in achieving 
policy goals that require broad international 
support. The Europeans’ hesitancy in adapting 
their positions on Israel’s settlement policies 
is seen not only as a point of critique but also 
as ammunition for Russia and China to accuse 
Europe of double standards.

In other cases, too, such as Rwanda’s inter­
ference in the eastern part of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo or Turkish power projec­
tions in Iraq, Libya and the Caucasus, the West is 
seen to be turning a blind eye. Many permanent 
representatives thus highlighted the need for a 
more even-handed approach by the international 
community. In addition, the withdrawal from 
Afghanistan and the dissolution, within days 
after the seizure of power by the Taliban, of a 
state built on a Western model has delegitimised 
the West in the eyes of interviewees: “Don’t trust 
the West, they will give up on you.”

Need for Keeping a Back Door Open  
for Negotiations

Some countries abstained in the voting as they 
are trying to remain neutral, arguing that they 
could be of use at a time when both sides might 
feel that they are ready for peace negotiations: 

“We will serve when peace comes. Then we can 
try to help.” Others did not vote with the West 
if they thought that it might not be helpful for 
the dialogue with Russia within the UN as a pri­
mary space for negotiations. In this regard, the 
criticism was raised that not a single session 
on Ukraine in the Security Council has been a 

of economic and geopolitical turmoil. As one 
permanent representative noted, “sucking the 
air out of the UN system by focusing solely on 
Ukraine is not healthy for Europe. Don’t fix a 
problem by creating a new one further on.”

Old and new loyalties of those 
countries for which Russia is 
an economic partner prevent 
them from supporting the West.

Security Considerations and Historical Ties

For countries in Central Asia and the Southern 
Caucasus located in Russia’s immediate vicin­
ity – thus directly affected by Russian power pro­
jection –, abstention is the most they can do. For 
them, abstaining and not voting with Russia, as 
they might have done in the past (for instance, 
in regard to the annexation of Crimea), is an act 
of support for the UN Charter. In the words of 
an ambassador from the EU’s Eastern Neigh­
bourhood, “[t]he violation of the UN Charter 
comes at face value and there is no justification 
for it.”

African states that either currently receive Rus- 
sian military support (e. g. Central African 
Republic and Burkina Faso contracting private 
mercenaries of the Wagner Group9) or whose 
governments cultivated close ties with the 
Soviet Union during their own liberation strug­
gles (countries of the South African Develop­
ment Community, SADC) also prefer to abstain. 
Old and new loyalties of those countries for 
which Russia is an economic partner prevent 
them from supporting the West.

Alleged Application of Double  
Standards by the West

Most permanent representatives interviewed 
have criticised the ignorance on the part of the 
West in relation to other conflicts and its ambiv­
alence towards violations of human rights and 
international law, as well as the United States’ 
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International relations are not a one-way street. 
There is always the need to make concessions 
to the other side. There is the need to show 
respect.” It is also considered disrespectful if a 
country is discussed in the Security Council and 
its permanent representative is not allowed into 
the room but has to beg for information from 
other Council members.

Most states in Latin America see themselves 
as part of the West, sharing the same cultural 
values. But even so, Latin American countries do 
not want to be in a position in which they have 
to pick a side. The more pressure is exerted to 

“choose”, the more likely it becomes that there 
will be a reaction in the form of withdrawal or 
rejection. Historically, Latin America has pre­
dominantly supported the West, but it is uncer­
tain how long this will continue to be the case: 

“Europe has to understand that Latin America is 
an ally of the West but that does not imply that 
we go along with everything. We draw our own 
conclusions and weigh up national interests.”

Systemic Rivalry – Are We Onlookers  
or Are We Becoming Pawns?

In the systemic rivalry between the West and 
Russia/China, one concern for some coun­
tries is whether they are onlookers or becom­
ing pawns in a geopolitical game of chess. This 
clearly shows their uneasiness about either 
getting drawn into one camp or remaining dis­
empowered on the sidelines of history. Within 
the rivalry and competition between the United 
States and China, they identify a dangerous 
trend, an aggressiveness in tone and the push 
to choose sides. Mass media on both sides 
are understood as having a catalysing effect 
in aggravating antagonism. China has been 
identified as the main concern for the United 
States, more so than Russia and its aggression in 
Ukraine. Although seen as a military challenger, 
it has been argued in the interviews that Russia 
has never posed a threat to US hegemony, even 
during the Cold War. As such, the Russian chal­
lenge is seen as standing in sharp contrast to 
China, which competes with the United States 
on multiple levels.

closed session, even though there is an urgent 
need for a real dialogue behind closed doors. In 
all meetings with permanent representatives, 
the need for talks between Ukraine and Russia 
was reiterated. But they also acknowledged that 
the time may not yet have come, as parties to 
the conflict do not seem open to the idea and are 
still betting on a military win.

China is the main concern for 
the US, more so than Russia 
and its aggression in Ukraine.

However, if the West wants to retain the sup­
port of a broad majority, it is expected to pursue 
a moderate approach and to show initial signs 
of willingness to negotiate some sort of cease­
fire. Representatives also stressed that it might 
become necessary to start peace negotiations 
while the war is still ongoing. While Russia is 
seen as having manoeuvred itself into a precari­
ous position, it was also noted that it will always 
remain a key player in the international system. 
Following this point of view, the West should 
therefore think ahead and weigh up its options, 
taking into account that Putin is primarily con­
cerned about his legacy, while at the same time 
considering what a defeated and disintegrating 
Russia would mean for the West and Eurasia.

The West’s Moral High Ground  
and Diplomatic Pressure

Similar to the aforementioned “double stan- 
dards” argument, points were also raised in 
relation to the diplomatic culture currently 
prevailing within the United Nations. Permanent 
representatives emphasised that respectful rela­
tions should preclude pressure to align – even if 
circumstances might seem to make this neces­
sary. Values cannot be projected and instilled 
by exercising pressure. If pressure becomes 
too strong, a natural reaction will therefore be 
to retreat: “Lecturing and calling out states 
does not work anymore. The West has to learn 
that they cannot have the influence any longer. 
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Perception of China and Its Intentions

An explanation given for China’s assertive­
ness and determination to redefine its role on 
the global stage lies in China’s feeling of being 
confronted with Western hegemony within the 
UN system, with the United States interfering 
with Beijing’s global ambitions. The assump­
tion is that China does not want to remain at the 
fringes of the international system any longer 

It is considered to be absolutely imperative for 
Europe to define its role in the multipolar world 
and demonstrate a global foreign policy profile.  
Although people understand why Europe remains  
steadfast on the side of the United States in 
the face of the existential threat on its borders, 
there is a growing perception that Europe is 
beginning to fight China because of the United 
States: “Europe needs to be careful and should 
not make itself an enemy of China.”

Quick delivery on promises: China is increasingly seen as a less cumbersome partner than Western countries by 
numerous governments in Africa and elsewhere. Infrastructure and industrial projects like this one in Senegal are 
usually completed swiftly, with local politicians often not caring about the long-term risks of Chinese engagement. 
Photo: © Pang Xinglei, Xinhua, picture alliance.
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Even in Latin America, China is perceived as 
a less cumbersome partner with whom trade 
negotiations can take place without burden­
ing issues such as climate change or human 
rights. Besides the increasing number of Latin 
American countries joining the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI), the number of Latin American 
countries formally cutting ties with Taiwan has 
also increased in the last few years.10 One argu­
ment heard from permanent representatives of 
all regions has been the question of what the 
West can offer in addition to or instead of Chi­
nese trade agreements and investments.

In Latin America, there is a feeling that the 
United States still considers the continent as its 
almost natural sphere of influence and therefore 
does not pay enough attention to it. In contrast 
to Europe, which has come up with a Global 
Gateway programme as an alternative to the 
BRI, the United States has not yet presented an 
initiative of its own to counterbalance the BRI 
internationally. While the EU might score on 
infrastructure investments, certainly in Latin 
America it falls short on trade. The painful and 
prolonged EU-Mercosur trade agreement nego­
tiations have tainted relations and destroyed 
trust, as the agreement was seen by Mercosur 
countries not only as a trade project but also as 
a political one. When French President Emma­
nuel Macron blocked the agreement in its final 
stages due to former Brazilian President Jair 
Bolsonaro’s questionable environmental poli­
cies, EU member states were perceived as short-
sighted and listening too much to their national 
pressure groups.

The Vacuum the United States  
Has Left Behind

Permanent representatives from all regions 
underlined that the systemic rivalry has not 
only been fuelled by China’s growing regional 
and global ambitions. It was made possible in 
the first place by an absent United States and a 
rather inward-looking Europe. In particular, the 
United States’ disengagement from the world 
stage during Donald Trump’s presidency and 
the US military repositioning are perceived as 

and that it is frustrated about not being recog­
nised as it believes it deserves to be. It has thus 
been concluded that China does not perceive 
itself as a threat to the international system and 
wants to be recognised as a power. The United 
States, however, does not seem ready to grant 
this recognition. 

The threat perception regarding China’s ambi­
tions is clearly not shared by all. Moreover, the 
growing financial dependencies of developing 
countries on China and the sell-out of their 
natural resources for generations to the Peo­
ple’s Republic was not brought up in the con­
versations. Instead, its rise to global power is 
acknowledged by the Global South: “Nobody 
can stop China from becoming relevant – irre­
spective of its human rights violations.”

For many countries, it is not clear why China’s 
engagement should be rejected outright. Bei­
jing’s style and influence-seeking in multilateral 
institutions was at best described as ambiv­
alent. It was noted that China does not show 
its strength in the UN ostentatiously but acts 
in very subtle ways. The projected image of a 
benevolent actor with “good intentions” is taken 
with a pinch of salt or, in diplomatic terms, “cau­
tiously accepted but not fully believed.”

China presents itself as  
a partner to developing  
countries.

What Global Partners Have to Offer

China presents itself as a partner to develop­
ing countries at the UN level. When developing 
countries interact with China, they see a partner 
that delivers quickly on promises, and with no 
strings attached, and most politicians do not see 
the long-term costs of Chinese investments for 
their countries. Particularly for African coun­
tries, China is an attractive partner as it not only 
offers investments but also access to informa­
tion and communications technology.



27Systemic Conflict? No Thanks!

The same applies to other conflicts where the 
West has provided mediation platforms in 
the past but subsequently abandoned them 
for various reasons.

•	 The West must maintain the momentum for 
international support for Ukraine but will 
have to mitigate increasing pressure to con­
sider negotiations as an option. If support for 
Ukraine is coerced through diplomatic pres­
sure, there may be collateral damage along 
the way.

•	 We need to understand that our threat per­
ception in relation to China is not shared by 
most countries in the Global South. They 
prefer a pragmatic approach towards China’s 
new role.

•	 Even those who share our values do not want 
to be pressurised into picking sides.

•	 Europe has to define its role in the multipo­
lar world and show a more prominent global 
foreign policy profile. EU relations with 
Latin America have been on a backburner 
for over a decade. A once prominent role 
in the Middle East Peace Process has given 
way to insignificance. EU-Africa relations 
have become a cumbersome “tick the box” 
exercise and need to be reinvigorated with a 
truly strategic dialogue, whereas in Asia the 
EU still has to enhance its political clout to 
match its economic power.

•	 Last but not least, we Europeans must rec­
ognise that while we try to promote values-
based multilateralism, the majority of 
countries, including the United States, see 
international relations as transactional, 
short-term and guided by national interests.

Andrea Ellen Ostheimer is Head of the Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftung’s Office to the United Nations  
in New York.

having encouraged others to fill the gap. This 
could be China, but countries in the Middle 
East also eye Turkey’s regional aspirations with 
suspicion. The fact that China has become a 
mediator in the Middle East and facilitated a 
rapprochement between Saudi Arabia and Iran 
is also seen by diplomats as a sign of a changing 
world order.

Take-aways and Points for Reflection

•	 The Western approach to multilateralism 
uses the concept of a rules-based order that 
implies accountability. Meanwhile, others 
primarily value the inclusiveness of multi­
lateral institutions and the opportunity they 
offer to gather everybody around the table to 
seek compromises in negotiations. In order 
to manage expectations, it is necessary to be 
aware of the underlying tensions between 
the two approaches.

•	 At the same time, it is necessary to dismantle 
the argument that the rules-based order is a 
Western concept. The universality of the val­
ues enshrined in this order needs to be pro­
moted more effectively, in juxtaposition to 
Chinese narratives that apply the rule of law 
exclusively to inter-state relations and not to 
the state-citizen relationship.11

•	 If we wish to maintain a global alliance for 
the principles of the UN Charter, we will 
have to better address the existential threats 
that other member states face. On issues 
such as food security, debt sustainability and 
reform of the global financial architecture, 
the West could show developing countries 
its engagement and support. In Africa, 57 per 
cent of countries now spend more on inter­
est payments on their public debt (includ­
ing their loans from China) than on health, 
17 per cent spend more on interest payments 
than on education, and 60 per cent are 
already in debt distress.12

•	 It is vital to correct the impression that the 
United States and Europe have become 
indifferent to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
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Realpolitik instead of Systemic Conflict

Throughout the Middle East and North Africa, 
Russia is seen as the aggressor in the war in 
Ukraine, and the Russian attack is considered 
to be in violation of international law. Vot­
ing behaviour in the United Nations General 
Assembly on the resolutions condemning the 
Russian invasion clearly indicates the unequiv­
ocal stance of the countries in the region. While 
several countries were still hesitant in the first 
vote on 2 March 2022, abstaining (Iraq) or not 
voting (Morocco) due to their own security 
concerns, they went on to vote against Russia 
one year later. Syria remains an exception. The 
country has been in Russia’s clutches since 2015 
and has no choice but to follow the dictates from 
Moscow. Algeria is currently the only country in 
the region that still abstains on the UN resolu­
tions, thereby remaining true to its traditional 
positioning as a “non-aligned state”.

Nonetheless, this majority anti-Russian vote 
does not necessarily mean that the countries 
of the Middle East and North Africa identify 
with the Western interpretation of the war in 
Ukraine. In Arab societies in particular, the 
Russian view of the situation, based on the nar­
rative of the threat to its own security posed by 
NATO enlargement, certainly finds resonance. 

Moreover, despite the global implications in 
terms of food and energy security, the war in 
Ukraine is perceived as a regional European 
issue that the West should take care of itself. 
From the point of view of these countries, the 
war is therefore an expression of a rekindled 
rivalry for power in Europe. Most countries in 
the region have other concerns: they are pre­
occupied with pressing problems that are largely 
of a home-grown nature. The greatest current 
challenges facing Tunisia, Egypt and Lebanon 
do not primarily derive from the Russian attack 
on Ukraine but from far-reaching structural 
challenges such as the devastating consequences 
of the pandemic, state mismanagement and the 
debt crisis.

These countries are even less prepared to follow 
the narrative of systemic conflict. In this region, 
which has always been a stage for geopolitical 
power games and power shifts, the dynamics 
of global politics are certainly registered, but 
from the point of view of realpolitik. The relative 
withdrawal of the United States from the region 
and the growing presence of China alone are 
unmistakable indicators of this geopolitical 
realignment. Yet terms such as systemic rivalry 
or conflict do not appear in the debate here. 
Instead, current developments are understood 
and explained as a “great power competition” 

There is consensus in the West that the outcome of the war 
in Ukraine will decide whether authoritarian states such as 
Russia and China can be countered in their thirst for power so 
as to defend the rules-based order. Based on this interpretation,  
the war is seen as part of a global systemic conflict between 
democracy and autocracy in which the West expects support  
from the countries of the so-called Global South as well. The 
reality is quite different, however: the “Global South” is going 
its own way. This applies to the states of the Middle East and 
North Africa, too. While they condemn the Russian attack 
almost without exception, they have a different perspective 
on what has been called Zeitenwende in Germany – and are 
becoming increasingly estranged from the West.
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is no longer on systemic rivalry in the sense 
of democracy versus autocracy. The political 
transformation processes have long come to a 
standstill – even in Tunisia, once a country that 
was a beacon of hope. The notion of stability 
has proved stronger than the desire for change. 
Economic regression and social dislocation in 
countries such as Tunisia, Egypt and Algeria 
have given rise to an autocratic or anti-pluralist 
momentum among citizens and elites because it 
promises stability, efficiency and modernisation. 
What is happening in the region is the emer­
gence of “development autocracies”: countries 
are developing their own models while looking 
at how things work in other parts of the world. 
It is not necessarily China or Russia that are 
considered to be state models, but rather local 
hegemons such as the Arab Gulf states that 
position themselves as middle powers, repre­
senting a new system of a functioning welfare 
state that promises prosperity and progress. One 
good example of this is Morocco. The kingdom 
has launched a new development strategy with 
a detailed plan for reform in the areas of health, 
education, digitalisation and energy transition. 
Foreign relations are aligned with these goals 
and priorities, among other things.

Partnership Based on Interests  
Rather than Values

The current geopolitical and geo-economic pat­
terns of behaviour in the Middle East and North 
Africa suggest a fundamental discomfort with 
the idea of having to choose sides after the Rus­
sian attack on Ukraine. Even countries in the Gulf 
and the Maghreb that are close allies of the West 
have rebuffed calls to join Western action against 
Russia. None of the countries in the region is 
participating in the economic sanctions. Instead, 
they are all eager to maintain their relations with 
Russia and with Asian powers such as China and 
India, just as they are to maintain their relations 
with Europe and the United States. This in no 
way means a convergence with Russian or Chi­
nese positions, however: the idea of a new Cold 
War or a new global polarisation goes against the 
economic and security interests of most coun­
tries in the region.

between the West and China or Russia in a secu­
rity and geopolitical context. According to this 
view, different powers compete for regional or 
global influence: the specific underlying notions 
of political order advocated by these rival pow­
ers are irrelevant. The main issue for the Arab 
countries therefore concerns the consequences 
of declining US power in view of the security 
and protection of “small states” and “middle 
powers”  – in other words all the states in the 
Middle East and North Africa. The question is 
thus how best to survive the increasing confron­
tation between the great powers while preserv­
ing one’s own national interests and not getting 
caught up between the fronts.

What is happening in the 
region is the emergence of 

“development autocracies”.

In this respect, what is perceived in the West 
as systemic rivalry is regarded in the Middle 
East as a conventional geopolitical struggle 
for power. According to them, this is not about 
democracy versus autocracy. The countries of 
the region are aligning themselves with tangi­
ble interests of their own: they do not share the 
normatively charged approach to the issue. It 
is an attitude that is fuelled by these countries’ 
experiences of the West’s moral aspirations in 
the region. Examples that are cited again and 
again include the West’s handling of the US 
invasion of Iraq in violation of international law, 
the Palestinian question and Israel policy, and 
Afghanistan. There is a widespread perception 
in the Arab world that the West only insists on 
respect for international law and a rules-based 
order when this has a bearing on the West itself 
or its interests. These positions can certainly not 
go unchallenged, but at the same time they must 
be taken seriously.

On the other hand, the lack of a value dimen­
sion in the understanding of the new world 
order is hardly surprising, given that, in terms 
of domestic policy, the focus of the entire region 
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production capacity by around 60 per cent, 
which will make the country the world’s largest 
exporter of liquefied natural gas (LNG) by 2027, 
if not before.1 The world’s ten largest oil produc­
ers include Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Kuwait.2 

The Gulf monarchies – led by Qatar, Saudi Ara­
bia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) – are 
global energy superpowers. Qatar is one of the 
world’s largest producers and exporters of natu­
ral gas. Doha is currently working on expanding 

A key energy supplier: Algeria is Africa’s largest gas exporter and the seventh largest in the world. 83 per cent of 
Algerian gas exports go to Europe, mainly to Spain and Italy. Photo: © Billal Bensalem, NurPhoto, picture alliance.
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on economic and development cooperation with 
the Western-dominated international donor 
organisations.

In view of this, “non-alignment” or “multi-
alignment” is the new mantra in the region. All 
of the countries are striving to diversify their 
foreign, security and economic policy rela­
tions. They want to keep their options open, so 
to speak, especially as they are aware that the 
global order is changing and they have to adapt 
to the new realities of a multi-polar world which 
involves multiple actors. The Arab countries 
are therefore adopting a more independent 
and much more self-confident foreign policy 
to pursue their own interests. They are trying 
to reduce dependencies and realign or expand 
their network of partnerships. All countries 
without exception have signed partnership 
agreements with China under its Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI). For most of the countries in the 
region, Beijing is now the largest trading part­
ner and investor. The countries in the region are 
investing in Sub-Saharan Africa and opening 
their markets to others. Nonetheless, the close 
economic and development partnership with 
the EU remains equally important.

Morocco, for example, has raised its geopoliti­
cal profile in Africa in recent years, entering 
into alliances with countries in other parts of 
the world to pursue its foreign policy agenda, 
especially with Israel and some of the Gulf 
states, and also cooperating closely with Europe, 
as well as with China in connection with the 
BRI. Tunisia is another interesting example. 
The country is not only a traditional partner to 
Europe but also heavily dependent on Euro­
pean support. With increasing euroscepticism, 
however, the country is now pursuing a more 
nationalist foreign policy while at the same 
time trying to avoid being caught between its 
large neighbours Morocco and Algeria. Algeria 
is the only exception in North Africa in terms of 
diversification. Algerian foreign policy is heav­
ily influenced by the Western Sahara issue and 
relations with the West have deteriorated signif­
icantly since the United States decided to recog­
nise Morocco’s sovereignty over Western Sahara. 

Revenues have enabled these states to invest 
massively in infrastructure, education and 
health, which has led to rapid economic devel­
opment and a significant improvement in the 
quality of life in these countries. The region’s 
most important customers are not the West, 
however, but China and India. As the energy 
transition progresses, European demand for 
fossil fuels will decline roughly in line with the 
increase in demand in China and India. In view 
of this, close relations with Asia are vital to the 
survival of the Gulf states.

The situation is different for Algeria, which 
is dependent on the European market. Alge­
rian gas reserves amount to almost 2.3 trillion 
cubic metres: the country is Africa’s largest gas 
exporter and the seventh largest in the world.3 
83 per cent of Algeria’s gas exports go to Europe, 
mainly Spain and Italy, with which long-term 
contracts are in place.4 The Italian energy 
company ENI and the Algerian state-owned 
company Sonatrach have now concluded an 
agreement to increase gas exports. As such, Italy 
presents itself to Algeria as a new sales market 
and to the EU as an intermediary in the supply 
of gas to Central Europe. This new cooperation 
is not intended to remain a stopgap solution but 
rather to diversify Italy’s and Europe’s supply of 
natural gas in the long term.

Tunisia is now pursuing a  
more nationalist foreign policy.

Meanwhile, resource-poor countries such as 
Tunisia, Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt are con­
fronted with existential crises. These are partly 
home-grown structural economic challenges, 
including high levels of unemployment, insuffi­
cient diversification of the economy, a high bur­
den of public debt and unstable currencies. They 
are among the countries with the highest infla­
tion rates worldwide, struggling with social ten­
sions and unable to manage their debt problems 
without International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
programmes. In this respect, they are dependent 



34 International Reports 2|2023

has already become less attractive and has lost 
some of its influence and room for manoeuvre, 
and it may continue to do so. The withdrawal of 
the United States from the region is not a new 
phenomenon, but it has accelerated as a result 
of the war in Ukraine, further exacerbating the 
marginalisation of the West and Western institu­
tions. Increasingly, the elites in the Middle East 
doubt the West’s will and capacity to influence 
the course of conflicts such as those in Syria or 
Libya, to counteract economic decline in the 
region or to put a stop to powerful actors such 
as Russia or Iran with its nuclear ambitions and 
destabilising activities in the region. They are 
distancing themselves from traditional power 
structures and seeking independent solutions to 
their own challenges.

In recent years, an active neighbourhood pol­
icy has emerged in the region in the form of 
dialogue and collaborative efforts between 
rival states. Examples of this current policy of 
détente include the rapprochement between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran, the normalisation of 
relations between some Arab countries and 
Israel, the de-escalation between Egypt and 
Turkey, efforts to reintegrate Syria with the 
Assad regime into the Arab world, and Iraq’s 
diplomatic offensive to find a link with its Arab 
neighbours without triggering a rift with Iran. 
Both overlapping to some extent but also diverg­
ing, these efforts clearly document a new orien­
tation in foreign and security policy outside the 
previous Western-dominated formats.

This trend is even more clearly reflected in the 
Saudi-Iranian agreement negotiated in Beijing 
in early 2023. Under Chinese mediation, Saudi 
Arabia and Iran agreed to resume diplomatic 
relations, which had been severed in 2016. What 
is more, individual agreements were reached 
that address each country’s security interests 
and threat perceptions. The Saudi-Iranian rap­
prochement is a game changer in several ways. 
For the first time in the Middle East, a deal has 
been reached between regional rivals without 
the involvement of the West. The United States 
and Europe have failed with their Iran policy so 
far. It was not possible to renegotiate the nuclear 

This low point, coupled with the recent rift with 
France over its colonial past and the simulta­
neous break with Spain over its new approach 
to the Western Sahara issue, has led Algiers 
into unprecedented political isolation from the 
Western world. This in turn has resulted in Alge­
ria strengthening its political relations with the 
revisionist powers while reducing its ties with 
the West.

The West may continue to 
become less attractive and lose 
more of its influence and room 
for manoeuvre.

Unlike in the Middle East, there is a geopolitical 
power vacuum in the Maghreb. For the United 
States, the Maghreb has never been of primary 
interest. Since the war in Ukraine, Europe’s 
attention has almost completely moved away 
from the region. Europe currently seems to have 
neither a vision nor a strategy for its immediate 
neighbourhood in the south. As a traditional 
power in the Maghreb, France is struggling to 
maintain its influence and privileges. China is 
the only power with an overarching strategy that 
includes the Maghreb, but even for China the 
region is not at the centre of its Belt and Road 
Initiative. Russia benefits from Algeria’s iso­
lation, but has little to offer to the countries of 
the region. The power vacuum is instead being 
filled by middle powers such as Turkey and the 
Gulf states, in particular Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE. They are courting the countries of the 
region with offers of cooperation and using their 
financial resources to secure political influence. 
While Europe is withdrawing from North Africa, 
regional powers have thus discovered the region 
as a sphere in which to pursue their economic 
and political interests.

New Alliances Rather than Old Loyalties

The geopolitical power hierarchy in the Middle 
East and North Africa has been in a state of flux 
for some time – a situation in which the West 
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also puts an end to the narrative that China 
wants nothing to do with the complex conflicts 
in the Middle East. China has strategic ambi­
tions in the region and is evidently prepared to 
take on a more active role in shaping it. With 
regard to Iran’s nuclear aspirations, too, China 
seems to be the only actor able to influence the 
mullahs’ regime by offering incentives. China 
definitely does not want a nuclear-capable 
Iran as this could potentially provoke an Israeli 

programme, nor could Iranian proxy activities 
be stopped, because the West had no lever­
age over Iran and was not able to offer security 
guarantees to the worried Gulf states. The eas­
ing of tensions between Saudi Arabia and Iran 
will potentially bring about a fundamental shift 
in the balance of power in the Middle East, 
because it also involves a de-escalation of the 
Shiite-Sunni antagonism that has prevailed in 
the region over the past decade. The agreement 

The news the day after: In March of this year, Iran and Saudi Arabia reached an agreement to resume diplomatic 
relations. The rapprochement between the arch rivals was achieved through China’s mediation and could be a 
game changer in the region in more than one respect. Photo: © Abedin Taherkenareh, epa, picture alliance.
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the West by deciding to curb oil production 
entirely in its own economic interest and to raise 
oil prices. The media commented on this deci­
sion as a declaration of independence by Saudi 
Arabia. In fact, the decision shows that the times 
when US national interests determined actions in 
the Gulf monarchies are over.

Clearly, the Gulf states – focusing on their own 
interests  – are looking to contribute to a new 
global political framework that is not shaped by 
the West. This intention is confirmed by Saudi 
Arabia’s recent decision to become a “dialogue 
partner” to the Shanghai Cooperation Organi­
sation (SCO), which includes the Central Asian 
states and Iran, as well as Russia, China, India 
and Pakistan. For the first time, Saudi Arabia is 
participating in a multilateral Eastern platform 
with countries that propagate a counter-model 
to the Western order.

Europe: Pragmatism Rather than Rhetoric

Geopolitical changes and the West’s loss of posi­
tional advantages now make it urgently neces­
sary to revise existing policy in the Middle East 
and North Africa. Yet Europe is finding it diffi­
cult to adapt to the new realities in the region, 
clinging to a “status quo” in relations that has 
not existed for some time. The dynamic devel­
opments in the immediate neighbourhood seem 
to have either passed Europe by or are not taken 
seriously, even though every change in the Mid­
dle East and North Africa always has an impact 
on Europe, and Europeans have the best access 
to this region.

In addition, Europe’s attention has moved away 
from the region in recent years – even more so 
in the wake of the war in Ukraine. The German 
government also shows little interest in the 
neighbourhood to the south. Its dealings are rel­
atively uninspired, limited to continuing coop­
eration on the issue of migration and expanding 
cooperation in the areas of climate change and 
energy transition. Neither strategy nor goals 
are discernible with regard to the shifting geo­
political framework conditions, even though 
dependencies on this region are increasing. This 

military strike and endanger the stable condi­
tions in the Gulf, which are important to China.

Economically, China is already an important 
partner to the Gulf countries: with a bilateral 
trade volume of 161.4 billion US dollars, it 
replaced the EU as the largest trading partner in 
2020, having invested almost 25 billion US dol­
lars in the region over the past 15 years. Further 
billion-dollar investments were agreed on at 
China’s first summit with the monarchies of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council in December 2022.5 
But economics is not the only concern here. At 
least rhetorically, China and the Gulf monar­
chies share the vision of a multi-polar world 
order in which priority is attached to preserving 
and expanding globalisation and connectivity. 
When Riyadh and Beijing explore the possibil­
ities of conducting energy trade in currencies 
other than the US dollar, the positioning is clear. 
The UAE and China have already launched pilot 
projects to conduct energy trading directly in 
digital currencies. These developments should 
finally dispel any interpretation that relations 
between China and the Gulf states are exclu­
sively about economic cooperation.

The dynamic developments in 
the immediate neighbourhood 
seem to have either passed 
Europe by or are not taken 
seriously.

While China is establishing itself as a new strate­
gic partner in the Gulf, Western rapprochement 
offensives towards the Gulf monarchies in the 
wake of the energy crisis following the Russian 
attack on Ukraine have remained unsuccessful. 
Not only US President Joe Biden but also French 
President Emmanuel Macron, the then British 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson and German Chan­
cellor Olaf Scholz have all paid demonstrative 
visits in an attempt to reboot relations with Saudi 
Arabia  – mainly with a view to getting the oil 
monarchies on their side. But OPEC+ snubbed 
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could be to engage in dialogue regarding com­
mon interests that can be jointly pursued even 
in the absence of shared values. One such com­
mon interest is the defence of the international 
rules-based order: after all, it is the strength of 
the latter and the protection it offers on which 
the small and less powerful states of the Middle 
East and North Africa are particularly depen- 
dent.

Likewise, it is important to adopt a more strategic 
focus in development cooperation, taking into 
account the needs of the region without losing 
sight of one’s own economic and foreign policy 
interests. For the societies of the Arab world, the 
rule of law, the fight against corruption, trans­
parency and decent treatment of citizens by the 
authorities are values that are still highly appre­
ciated as European strengths. As such, the Euro­
pean lifestyle and economic approach remain 
attractive. The Maghreb in particular is a region 
that still offers great partnership potential for 
Europe in terms of values, political systems and 
foreign policy orientation. This is where Europe 
has the best chance to assert itself as a foreign 
policy partner and assume greater responsibility 
in the area of foreign and security policy.

There is also criticism of the current interpre­
tation of the European or Western model com­
bining freedom, democracy and prosperity, 
although this does not mean that the countries 
of the Middle East and North Africa automati­
cally share the values of Russia or China. How­
ever, it is a clear signal that Europe should take 
the new self-confidence of the states in the 
region seriously and factor this into its strat­
egies. A little more sensitivity, a little more 
openness in dialogue and an honest interest 
in the perspectives and interests of the coun­
tries in the region would open up new options 
for Europe. Taking the positions of these coun­
tries seriously does not mean adopting them: it 
means strengthening the basis so as to be able 
to put forward one’s own European view of 
things with greater credibility.

The war in Ukraine and the growing rivalry 
between China and the United States have led to 

is particularly evident on the issue of migration, 
while a similar trend can be observed in connec­
tion with energy security.

If Europe wants to find long-term and sustain­
able ways to stay relevant in its own neighbour­
hood and help shape the future, it must not 
only offer financial incentives, extensive pro­
grammes and diverse initiatives, but also define 
its own interests. Above all, Europe needs to set 
a clear agenda, prioritise its goals and be willing 
to pursue them vigorously. This includes first 
and foremost the realisation that it is not strate­
gic to offer a “one size fits all” approach, i.e. to 
attempt to make the same offer of cooperation 
to all southern neighbouring countries regard­
less of their needs and capabilities. Rather, the 
aim must be to identify key partners with whom 
Europe can jointly assert its interests – if neces­
sary up against other actors.

An honest interest in the  
perspectives of the countries  
in the region would open up 
new options for Europe.

While it is important to adopt a normative policy 
approach in dealing with southern neighbours, 
Europeans should refrain from any moralistic 
exaggeration of the Western understanding of 
values and should avoid criticising social, cul­
tural and religious values and moral concepts, 
which is perceived as disrespectful. This also 
applies to the narrative of global polarisation in 
terms of democracies versus autocracies. In a 
highly geopoliticised region where the focus is 
on partnerships based on interests rather than 
values, talk of supposed global systemic rivalry 
conveys the impression that the primary inter­
est is in containing the influence of Russia and 
China rather than pursuing genuine partnership.

In view of this, Europe should seriously address 
the question of how it can become more attrac­
tive again in its neighbourhood and strengthen 
its partnerships there. One promising approach 
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enormous geopolitical complexity in the Middle 
East and North Africa. For some of the stronger 
middle powers, such as the resource-rich Gulf 
states, this phase of global reordering affords 
new opportunities: they can cooperate with their 
neighbours, participate in reshaping the rules of 
the international system and catch up with the 
dynamic economies of Asia, thereby driving 
their own transformation. Many small states 
are more vulnerable than ever, however. They 
have a limited capacity to manage economic 
and social crises and to contain conflict. They 
cannot take sides in the escalating confrontation 
between the West and Russia. They are distanc­
ing themselves from the previous world order 
and looking for independent solutions. In doing 
so, they turn their eyes, among others, towards 
Europe.

– translated from German –

Dr Canan Atilgan is Head of the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung’s Middle East and North Africa Department.
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Sphere of Influence versus Eastern  
Partnership

One of the descriptions often applied to the 
war in Ukraine is that it is an expression of the 
systemic conflict between Russia and the West, 
in particular the European Union. It can be 
regarded as an escalation of systemic rivalry in 
the post-Soviet space. A normative and differ­
entiated approach is seldom adopted when con­
sidering this rivalry, but given that it manifests 
itself in very different ways in the 15 successor 
states of the Soviet Union, such an approach 
would seem expedient. Each of the three coun­
tries of the South Caucasus – Armenia, Georgia 
and Azerbaijan – has a different perspective on 
Russia and the European Union – although it is 
well understood that these two actors stand for 
two different systems on which it is possible but 
not obligatory to adopt a position.

The EU is perceived in the South Caucasus both 
as an economic bloc  – sales market, investor, 
promoter of innovation – and as a union of val­
ues that stands for peaceful coexistence, free 
and fair elections, respect for human rights and 
good governance. Russia, on the other hand, 
is seen primarily as being rich in resources, 
whereby oil and gas can also be used for polit­
ical leverage at any time. Georgia, for exam­
ple, experienced this in 2006, long before the 
West understood that Russia was prepared to 
weaponise energy too.1 In Russia, at least since 
Vladimir Putin became president in 2000, there 
has been no significant attempt to develop a 
values-based model of the state. A system has 
gradually emerged that has increasingly embod­
ied a counter-model to the EU: foreign policy is 

aggressive and militaristic, elections are rigged, 
human rights are violated, and the government 
is based on endemic corruption.2

In the countries of the South Caucasus, the sys­
temic antagonism between Russia and the EU 
determines both political and public discourse. 
It is supplemented with very varied relationship 
patterns: for Russia, the region – like the entire 
post-Soviet space – belongs to its exclusive zone 
of influence, also referred to as “near abroad”. 
Russia observes the involvement of other actors 
such as the EU with suspicion, regarding this as 
interference in quasi-internal affairs. By con­
trast, the EU regards the region first and fore­
most from a geographical perspective, viewing 
the South Caucasus as a part of Europe and as 
the EU’s eastern neighbourhood. Political and 
economic relations with the countries of the 
region are to be shaped accordingly. In princi­
ple – and unlike the post-Soviet states of Central 
Asia, for example – they have the right to join 
the EU under Article 49 of the Treaty on Euro­
pean Union (TEU/Lisbon Treaty).3 While Russia 
thinks in terms of spheres of influence and lays 
claim to power in the region, the EU formulates 
offers of cooperation – usually conditioned – and 
the states concerned are free to decide for them­
selves whether they actually want to join the 
EU or whether and to what extent they wish to 
move closer to it.

System Formation in the South Caucasus

Before considering the positioning of the coun­
tries of the South Caucasus in relation to the 
systemic rivalry between Russia and the EU, we 
first have to look at the systems that emerged 

The systemic rivalry between Russia and the EU plays a central 
role in the South Caucasus. Moscow regards the region as an 
exclusive zone of influence, while Brussels formulates offers of 
cooperation. The states of the South Caucasus act differently 
in this area of tension – also because the room for manoeuvre 
varies from country to country.
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protests and the so-called Velvet Revolution led 
by Nikol Pashinyan. Having become prime min­
ister through democratic elections, Pashinyan 
set himself the goal of advancing constitutional 
reforms, fighting corruption and deepening rela­
tions with the European Union. With the war 
against Azerbaijan lost in 2020, he was under 
massive domestic pressure and called early 
parliamentary elections to gain new legitimacy. 
Elections that were deemed free and fair gave 
Pashinyan the mandate to continue the reforms 
he had begun.

Azerbaijan

The first democratically elected president of 
Azerbaijan, Abulfaz Elchibey, was overthrown 
in a military coup in 1993 after the country 
had lost the first war against Armenia over 
Nagorno-Karabakh. Since then, Azerbaijan has 
been governed by an authoritarian regime. The 
second president was Heydar Aliyev, who came 
from the Soviet elite.5 After his death in 2003, 
his son Ilham Aliyev succeeded him, cement­
ing his family’s control over the resource-rich 
country. The two-term limit on the presidency 
was abolished by referendum in 2009. Aliyev’s 
wife, Mehriban Aliyeva, became vice president 
in 2017. Several democracy indices describe the 
system in Azerbaijan as authoritarian and based 
on corruption. There are no free elections, but 
numerous political prisoners.6

Georgia

Georgia suffered the most severe economic 
collapse of all Soviet republics after the demise 
of the Soviet Union. Sales markets collapsed, 
large combines were shut down and the country 
descended into a civil war between rival parties 
and mafia-like clans. Georgia’s first president, 
Zviad Gamsakhurdia, was also overthrown in a 
coup in early 1992. His successor, former Geor­
gian Communist Party (CP) leader and Soviet 
Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze, consoli­
dated Georgia’s statehood and introduced demo- 
cratic reforms, but he failed to curb endemic 
corruption and rampant violence. In Novem­
ber 2003, Shevardnadze was ousted from office 

in the states themselves after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union. Armenia, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia declared their independence in the 
early 1990s. After this, wars broke out in the 
region: between Armenia and Azerbaijan over 
Nagorno-Karabakh (1992 to 1994) and a civil 
war in Georgia between the central power in 
Tbilisi and a breakaway part of the country: Ab- 
khazia (1992 to 1993). These wars became fro­
zen conflicts with de facto independent territo­
ries that were not recognised internationally.4 
This was followed by very difficult and painful 
transformation processes, especially in the 
1990s, which developed in very different ways 
in each of the three states.

There are no free elections  
in Azerbaijan today, but  
numerous political prisoners.

Armenia

In Armenia, the 1990s and early 2000s were 
marked by a process of democratisation that 
was by no means straightforward. The consti­
tution, adopted in 1995, initially provided for 
a presidential system, as is predominantly the 
case in the post-Soviet space, establishing a 
comparatively weak parliament and a president 
with far-reaching powers. While presidential 
power was exercised by different individuals, 
indicating a certain degree of political competi­
tion, freedom of the media and assembly were 
restricted, while elections were accompanied 
by irregularities and followed by protests, some 
of which were violently suppressed. After an 
initial constitutional reform in 2005 had estab­
lished the introduction of a semi-parliamentary 
system, a second controversial constitutional 
reform in December 2015 completed the shift 
of power from president to parliament. This 
had been pursued by the ruling party primarily 
to preserve political power – as prime minister – 
for the then President Serzh Sargsyan, who was 
not allowed to run again after two terms in office. 
This was followed in 2018 by peaceful mass 
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Europe’s Interest and the Emerging  
Systemic Rivalry with Russia

There was no systemic rivalry in the South 
Caucasus in the 1990s and early 2000s, as the 
European Union was practically absent from the 
region and mainly preoccupied with the integra­
tion of the countries of Central-Eastern Europe. 
Conflicts did arise between Russia and the 
recently independent states of the South Cau­
casus, however, as the former set up the Com­
monwealth of Independent States (CIS) in an 
attempt to create a new integration model, once 
again dominated by Moscow, to replace the 
Soviet Union. Azerbaijan left the CIS in October 
1992. After the fall of Elchibey, who was consid­
ered critical of Russia, it re-joined in Septem­
ber 1993. The civil war between the Georgian 
central government and Abkhazia, and later in 
other parts of the country, can also be seen as an 

by the peaceful Rose Revolution. He was suc­
ceeded by Mikheil Saakashvili, who consistently 
oriented the country towards the West up until 
2012. Though he became increasingly author­
itarian towards the end of his second term, 
Saakashvili was nevertheless the first president 
in the South Caucasus to peacefully relinquish 
power after an electoral defeat. With the new 
constitution that came into force in 2013, Geor­
gia  – like Armenia two years later  – made the 
transition from a presidential to a parliamentary 
system. Georgian Dream, the party which has 
been in power since 2012, initially continued 
on a course geared towards EU integration. In 
recent months in particular, however, it can be 
observed that the government – controlled by 
an oligarch who made his fortune in Russia – is 
trying to initiate a gradual and subtle reposition­
ing of Georgia that would tie the country more 
closely to Russia.

Increased interest: The establishment of the Eastern Partnership in May 2009 at a summit in Prague was an 
expression of a more ambitious EU policy towards Eastern Europe. Photo: © Srdjan Suki, epa, picture alliance.
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political dialogue and more in-depth coopera­
tion on issues such as the rule of law and secu­
rity. Initially, consideration was indeed given to 
how Russia could be involved in the programme, 
which underlines that the Eastern Partnership 
sought to achieve cooperation rather than com­
petition.8 The EU did not succeed in commu­
nicating this to the Russian side, however, and 
Russia was probably not willing to understand 
this either.9

When the Eastern Partnership initiative began, 
if not before, it seemed as if Russia saw itself as 
being challenged to create a competing integra­
tion model. In 2011, therefore, Putin presented 
the idea of a Eurasian Union, which would have 
a clear economic focus but would also provide 
for free border traffic as in the Schengen area 
and even envisaged a partnership with the EU.10 
Subsequently, this developed into the model 
of the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), which 
did in fact primarily seek to advance economic 
integration among its members (facilitating the 
exchange of goods, capital, services and labour) 
and did not define itself as a community of val­
ues. Officially, the EEU was founded by Russia, 
Belarus and Kazakhstan in May 2014  – five 
years after the Eastern Partnership and only a 
few weeks after Russia’s annexation of Crimea. 
Armenia joined the EEU in January 2015.

The South Caucasus between the European  
Union and the Eurasian Union

It seems like an irony of history that it is precisely 
the countries of the South Caucasus that today 
can once again choose between a European and 
a Eurasian integration model. Historically, the 
region has always regarded itself as a point of 
confluence between Europe and Asia, both geo­
graphically and culturally. But never has geo­
graphical orientation been so clearly linked to the 
question of opting for one particular system as it 
is today. As the writer Lasha Bugadze puts it from 
the Georgian perspective: “The EU basically 
asked us to state clearly where we are and who 
we are before we can take our relations to the 
next stage. This question needs to be answered 
not just for Europe’s, but for our own sake.”11

attempt by Russia to regain de facto control over 
Georgia, which had gained independence two 
years earlier.7

Political tensions between Europe and Russia 
gradually developed in the region from the mid-
2000s onwards. One of the reasons for this was 
that after the eastern enlargement of the EU in 
2004, eight out of the ten new members were 
formerly communist, and three even post-So­
viet successor states. Understandably, there 
was a high level of interest in, and attention to, 
the EU’s new eastern neighbours among these 
member states, and Poland was the driving force 
behind a programme launched at an EU Summit 
in Prague in 2009 that set out to establish a pol­
icy framework for shaping relations with the EU’s 
eastern neighbours – Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine 
and the countries of the South Caucasus.

Historically, the region has  
always regarded itself as a 
point of confluence between 
Europe and Asia, both  
geographically and culturally.

Through its Eastern Partnership initiative, the 
EU originally sought to create a common space 
of shared values, democracy, prosperity, sta­
bility and enhanced cooperation. At the same 
time, the programme marked the beginning 
of a deep-seated systemic rivalry in the region. 
Europe now had a presence there, express­
ing interest and formulating policy offers. By 
contrast, Russia had never stopped thinking 
in terms of spheres of influence and began to 
become increasingly autocratic under Putin. 
For the South Caucasus, this meant that the 
countries suddenly found themselves faced 
with the challenge of adopting a position vis-
à-vis these differing systems. At the outset, the 
very far-reaching association agreements that 
the EU was offering the partner countries were 
a core component of the Eastern Partnership: 
one of its aims here was to establish closer 
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resources and having been in conflict with two 
of its four neighbours (Turkey, Azerbaijan) 
for decades, it was an existential question for 
Armenia to choose Russia as a protective power. 
Dependent on Russia both in terms of security 
policy and economically, Armenia nonetheless 
avoided aligning itself in any other way with the 
authoritarian model of state that was emerging 

The countries of the South Caucasus have 
reacted and continue to respond differently to 
the two models of integration, which at the same 
time manifest the systemic rivalry between Rus­
sia and Europe in the region.

Armenia is the most vulnerable country in the 
South Caucasus: lacking significant natural 
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Heading westwards: In spring of 2023, many people in 
the Georgian capital Tbilisi took to the streets against a 
Russian-style “agents law” introduced by the government, 
and for the country’s further rapprochement with the EU. 
Photo: © David Mdzinarishvili, AA, picture alliance.

the surprise of many  – not least in Armenia 
itself  – the government in Yerevan declared 
in late summer that it wished to join the Rus­
sian-led Eurasian Economic Union. This deci­
sion, which also became famous as the “U-turn”, 
was preceded by a visit by the then Armenian 
President Serzh Sargsyan to Moscow, during 
which President Putin presumably told him 
in no uncertain terms that Armenia had no 
choice but to become a member of the EEU. As 
a result, Armenia was stuck with the stigma of 
being “Russia’s ally”, as the country belonged 
not only to the EEU but also to the Collective 
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), a military 
alliance likewise dominated by Russia. Domes­
tically, on the other hand, Armenia was unde­
terred in its orientation towards the EU, with 
which Sargsyan negotiated a new agreement 
on comprehensive and enhanced cooperation 
from December 2015 onwards, with implemen­
tation being pursued since 2021.12 Prime Min­
ister Pashinyan, who has been in office since 
2018, emphasises that democratic reforms and 
the strengthening of the rule of law are the core 
strategy of his government – further evidence of 
Armenia’s balancing act between values-based 
policies and geopolitical orientation.13

Russia did not provide Armenia  
with assistance during the war 
in 2020 or when the country 
was attacked by Azerbaijan in 
autumn 2022.

Having lost the war and facing an ongoing threat 
from Azerbaijan, Pashinyan says that the people 
want to know from his government what secu­
rity guarantees a democratic system entails. 

in Russia. And so, from 2009 onwards the asso­
ciation agreement with the EU was negotiated, 
which was seen as an opportunity to strengthen 
the rule of law in Armenia, for example. After 
four years of negotiations that were certainly 
constructive, it was assumed in Brussels that 
Armenia would sign the agreement at the sum­
mit in Vilnius in November 2013. However, to 
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Russia is perceived as an ally of the arch enemy 
Armenia, and the bloody suppression of the 
Azerbaijani democracy movement by Russian 
troops in the early 1990s is deeply embedded 
in people’s consciousness. The presence of Rus­
sian “peacekeepers” on Azerbaijani territory 
to secure the ceasefire between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan agreed in 2020 is also regarded as 
a problem. In the conflict between Russia and 
Europe, or between the two models of integra­
tion, Azerbaijan thus strives to maintain an 
equidistance. The country’s closest relations are 
with Turkey, which in recent years has emerged 
as a key player in the South Caucasus without 
being involved in any explicit systemic rivalry 
with Russia or the EU.

Within the South Caucasus, Georgia is the 
country that has positioned itself most clearly. 
The central goal of Mikheil Saakashvili’s pres­
idency (2004 to 2012) was the sustainable dis­
association of Georgia from Russia’s sphere 
of influence and its consistent Euro-Atlantic 
orientation. In 2008, the country applied to 
join NATO together with Ukraine, and from 
2009 on negotiations were held with the EU 
on an association agreement: the latter was 
signed in 2014 together with those of Moldova 
and Ukraine, with Georgia being the country to 
make the most progress in terms of implemen­
tation for a long time. Euro-Atlantic integration 
has been enshrined in the Georgian constitution 
since 2016. Like Ukraine and Moldova, Geor­
gia applied for EU membership in March 2022. 
The events of March 2023 show how sharply the 
systemic rivalry between Russia and the EU is 
perceived in Georgia: in the preceding months, 
the government took numerous decisions that 
raised serious doubts as to whether it wanted to 
stay on track with the country’s EU integration, 
despite statements to that effect. Then the gov­
ernment tried to push a “foreign agents” law 
through parliament that was obviously inspired 
by a Russian law silencing all voices critical of 
the government in Russia from 2012 onwards. 
After massive protests in the capital, dominated 
by slogans such as “No to Russian law”, “No 
more Russia” and “We are Europe”, the gov­
ernment had to withdraw the legislation. While 

According to foreign policy circles, Armenia 
cannot afford to exist in a security policy vac­
uum. For this reason, and because the EU is 
unable to provide security guarantees, the coun­
try remains dependent on Russia.14 But having 
lasted for more than 30 years, this dependency 
now appears to be shifting: since Russia did not 
provide Armenia with military or diplomatic 
assistance during either the 44-day war in 2020 
or when it was attacked by Azerbaijan in autumn 
2022, trust in its protective power has dwindled. 
Instead, the EU has been running a civilian 
observer mission on the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
border since November 2022, initially for two 
months, and since February 2023 on a longer-
term basis, with the aim of building trust and 
improving the security of the people in the con­
flict region. Russia condemns the mission as 
clearly geopolitically motivated.15

Among young people in  
particular, the European model 
holds much greater appeal.

For Azerbaijan, the issue of this systemic rivalry 
in the South Caucasus arose in a different way. 
After Heydar Aliyev’s coup and the installation 
and consolidation of an authoritarian regime, 
the country opted early on for a system that 
had to be modified only slightly in the 30 years 
of independence, not least because Azerbai­
jan was economically independent due to its 
rich gas and oil deposits. For the same reason, 
it became an attractive business partner for 
Europe. At the same time, the government in 
Baku had no interest in a rapprochement with 
the EU as a union of values, and offers such as 
the negotiation of an association agreement 
were not taken up. Relations between Azerbai­
jan and the EU are asymmetrical. While Baku 
is predominantly driven by economic interests, 
Brussels also attempts to bring up issues such 
as good governance. This does not mean that 
Azerbaijan has excellent relations with Russia, 
however, even though there are obvious simi­
larities between the two systems of government. 
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1	 	Back in January 2006, Russia interrupted gas sup- 
plies to Georgia, allegedly due to explosions on 
the gas pipelines, which the Georgian government 
interpreted as an attempt at political blackmail. Paton 
Walsh, Nick 2006: Georgian leader attacks Russia 
after gas blasts, The Guardian, 23 Jan 2006, in: 
https://bit.ly/42B3k9a [3 May 2023]. Georgia then 
made efforts to become independent of Russian gas.

2	 	“Russia’s political system gained its first as yet 
unclear profile in the 1990s under Boris Yeltsin’s 
presidency […] It transformed into a strictly ‘managed 
democracy’ under the presidencies of Vladimir Putin 
[…] As this term – coined by a Russian publicist – 
suggests, constitutional principles have been bent  
and democratic institutions and procedures mani- 
pulated.” Mommsen, Margareta 2018: Russland, 
Federal Agency for Civic Education, in: https://bpb.de/ 
47933 [22 May 2023].

3	 	“Any European State which respects the values re- 
ferred to in Article 2 and is committed to promoting 
them may apply to become a member of the Union.” 
EU Treaty, Article 49, Official Journal of the European 
Union, C 202/43, in: https://bit.ly/3WzYbM5  
[3 May 2023].

4	 	There was a second war over Nagorno-Karabakh in 
2020, which significantly changed the status quo in 
the region and also impacts directly on the systemic 
rivalry between Russia and the EU there.

5	 	Heydar Aliyev was First Secretary of the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party of the Azer- 
baijan Soviet Socialist Republic, a member of the 
Politburo of the CPSU from 1982 to 1987 and First 
Deputy Premier of the Soviet Union.

6	 	“Power in Azerbaijan’s authoritarian regime 
remains heavily concentrated in the hands of Ilham 
Aliyev, who has served as president since 2003, and 
his extended family. Corruption is rampant, and 
the formal political opposition has been weakened 
by years of persecution.” Freedom House 2023: 
Azerbaijan, Freedom in the World 2023, in:  
https://bit.ly/3lssJ4w [3 May 2023].

7	 	The thoughts of Gela Charkviani during Boris 
Yeltsin’s visit to Tbilisi in early 1994 are especially 
noteworthy in this context. Charkviani was a close 
adviser to Shevardnadze: “Moscow does not want 
to accept the loss of the empire and its power. This 
is why Russia is trying to gain new influence and 
station its troops in countries like Georgia […] But 
that is an anachronism. Today it is no longer about 
prestige politics, troops and military power, but about 
economic cooperation, from which all countries 
in the Caucasus ought to benefit, not only Russia.” 
Nielsen, Fred 2000: Wind, der weht. Georgien im 
Wandel, Frankfurt am Main, p. 190.

European institutions had criticised the intro­
duction of the law, the Russian government crit­
icised its withdrawal.

Conclusion

Ever since the EU began to express its interest 
in the South Caucasus through its Eastern Part­
nership initiative and the association or partner­
ship agreements embedded in it, there has been 
systemic rivalry in the region with Russia, which 
regards the post-Soviet space as its exclusive 
zone of influence. The states of the region have 
adopted differing positions vis-à-vis the two 
integration models formulated by the Eurasian 
Economic Union and the European Union, but 
among young people in particular – as shown by 
the protests against the “foreign agents” law in 
Georgia and by surveys conducted in Armenia 
and Azerbaijan16 – the European model holds 
much greater appeal. While Russia is mainly 
seen as a threat, most people associate Europe 
with good education, economic opportunities 
and the right to self-determination. The EU 
tries to meet these expectations by providing 
wide-ranging offers of cooperation – from Eras­
mus+ to extensive free trade agreements. How­
ever, it remains to be seen whether Europe can 
become a serious player in terms of security pol­
icy too – which is what Georgia and Armenia in 
particular would like to see. The further devel­
opment of the conflict between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan will show, among other things, how 
far-reaching Europe’s influence in the South 
Caucasus can actually be.

– translated from German –

Stephan Malerius is Head of the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung’s Regional Programme Political Dialogue 
South Caucasus, based in Tbilisi.
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16	 	In a survey of young people in Azerbaijan, when 
asked which alliance the country should join,  
61 per cent chose the EU and only 3.3 per cent the 
Eurasian Economic Union. Fabbro, Robin 2023: How 
Azerbaijan’s youth feels towards different countries 
and the conflict, Open Caucasus Media, 9 Feb 2023, 
in: https://bit.ly/3NA9eT5 [3 May 2023].

8	 	“Both Russia and some EU member states raised 
the question of Russia’s precise role in the Eastern 
Partnership. EU Commissioner for External Relations 
and European Neighbourhood Policy Benita Ferrero-
Waldner told the Russian newspaper Kommersant 
(February 5, 2009) that Russia had not been included 
in the Eastern Partnership because it had decided 
to remain outside the ENP framework. However, 
she left open the question of Russian participation 
on certain issues. Most EU members with a strong 
interest in the Eastern Partnership, such as Poland 
and Germany, advocate including Russia in specific 
projects. France even favours inviting Russia to 
important summit meetings held in connection with 
the initiative.” Stewart, Susan 2009: Russia and the 
Eastern Partnership. Loud Criticism, Quiet Interest 
in Cooperation, SWP Comment 2009/C 07, Stiftung 
Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP), 15 May 2009, p. 2, 
in: https://bit.ly/42UYlA5 [22 May 2023].

9	 	“Other commentaries from the Russian Foreign 
Ministry claimed the initiative was forcing the 
countries involved to choose between the EU and 
Russia. […] Another member of the Duma, Sergei 
Markov, described the initiative as hindering 

‘strategic cooperation’ between Russia and the 
countries scheduled to participate in the Eastern 
Partnership.” Ibid., p. 2.

10	 	Halbach, Uwe 2012: Vladimir Putin’s Eurasian Union. 
A New Integration Project for the CIS Region?, SWP 
Comment 2012/C 01, SWP, 11 Jan 2012, in:  
https://bit.ly/4376tgQ [22 May 2023].

11	 	Lomsadze, Giorgi 2022: As Georgia imagines its 
European future, it looks at its past, Eurasianet,  
1 Aug 2022, in: https://bit.ly/420VV2v [3 May 2023].

12	 	The Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership 
Agreement (CEPA).

13	 	“He made clear that he would pursue a democratic 
system, but he ‘also said that he viewed democracy as 
a firm belief, rather than a geopolitical orientation’.” 
Remler, Philip 2020: Russia’s Stony Path in the South 
Caucasus, Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, Oct 2020, p. 11, in: https://bit.ly/4082WO4  
[3 May 2023].

14	 	Conversation between the author and a representative 
of the Foreign Affairs Committee in the Armenian 
National Assembly.

15	 	“Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Mikhail Galuzin 
told EU Special Representative for the South Cau- 
casus […] that Moscow views the mission as a bid 
to ‘squeeze Russia out of the region and weaken 
its historical role as the main guarantor of security’.” 
Mgdesyan, Arshaluis 2023: EU launches observer 
mission in Armenia, Eurasianet, 23 Feb 2023, in: 
https://bit.ly/40wuqN9 [3 May 2023].
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What Colour  
Is the Lotus?

India Chooses Not to See a Systemic Conflict
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For its G20 presidency logo, India designed a 
striking lotus flower on which a globe appears 
to be balanced. The symbol is not only a refer­
ence to the emblem of Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP); it is 
also suggestive of India’s self-image as a global 
player: one particular feature of the lotus plant, 
as an Indian diplomat in Berlin explained, is its 
ability to thrive and flower under adverse condi­
tions. 

On the one hand, it is certainly permissible to 
interpret this symbolism as Modi’s desire to 
ensure that the major diplomatic events led by 
his country help the world get back on track in 
turbulent times. Even more clearly, however, the 
design of the flower indicates how New Delhi 
sees itself. With Pakistan to the west and China 
to the north, India faces two adversaries and 
a multitude of other problems in South Asia  – 
often described as the world’s least integrated 
region. The lotus blossom represents India’s 
declared ambition to emerge from this unfa­
vourable situation to become the prosperous 
major power that it already ought to be, at least 
based on its demographics. The orientation of 
the globe in the logo should not be overlooked, 
either: just as India lies at the centre, with the 
South Pole pointing upwards, New Delhi is like­
wise using its presidency to position itself as the 
voice and leader of the so-called Global South.

With the fronts becoming entrenched in the 
Russian war of aggression against Ukraine and 
political confrontation intensifying between 
democratic and authoritarian systems, the West 
would like to be able to count on India as a solid 

partner. India’s voting behaviour in the United 
Nations has painted a somewhat different pic­
ture, however. Despite mounting pressure from 
Washington, London and Berlin, instead of 
using resolution A/RES/ES-11/11 of 2 March 
2022 and subsequent votes to join 141 countries 
in condemning Moscow’s actions, New Delhi 
abstained. Even though this voting behaviour 
has prompted widespread criticism, India is 
more important than ever as a partner: it has 
overtaken China as the world’s most populous 
country, has set itself extremely ambitious eco­
nomic goals and will be crucial to any attempt to 
slow down global warming.

India is aware of its relevance in tackling global 
challenges. Its interests with regard to the world 
order differ from those of Germany and other 
representatives of the political West, however. 
While the term “systemic conflict” is becom­
ing more and more established as a concept 
in Europe, with the Russian war of aggression 
against Ukraine regarded as one of its symp­
toms, a sober analysis prevails in India, guided 
above all by one question: what nutrients does 
the lotus need to develop its magnificent flower, 
how can these best be obtained, and who is get­
ting in the way of this endeavour?

Independent, Non-aligned and Stubborn

Since gaining independence in 1947, India has 
had a tradition of non-alignment in foreign 
policy. Even in the early days of the Cold War, it 
was one of the countries seeking to counteract a 
polarisation of the world order. In 1961, the then 
Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, was 

In United Nations votes on Russia’s war against Ukraine, the 
“world’s largest democracy” regularly abstains, as India 
continues to cultivate relations with Moscow. Appeals to 
morality will do nothing to change this. If the Western 
states want to create stronger ties with India, they must 
make the country concrete offers that support its economic 
development and increase its security vis-à-vis China.
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to present Moscow’s view of things in all its 
detail and absurdity at a well-attended panel 
discussion at the Raisina Dialogue – India’s most 
important security policy gathering.

India’s Stance on the Russian War  
of Aggression

By abstaining from the relevant UN resolutions 
and even offering Russia a platform in its own 
country, New Delhi is clearly conveying that 
it does not want to block its access to Moscow. 
There are several explanations for this. The most 
obvious is probably the far-reaching dependence 
of the Indian Armed Forces on Russian arma­
ments. According to an analysis by Institut Mon­
taigne, about 90 per cent of the Indian army’s 
equipment is produced in Russia, including a 
large number of T-90 and T-72 tanks and vari­
ous missile systems. For the air force, the share is 
around 70 per cent, while the navy has the low­
est level of unilateral dependence at around 40 
per cent.3 Regardless of political will and given 
the size of the Indian Armed Forces, the amount 
of equipment and the maintenance involved, it 
would be a generational task to break or even 
significantly reduce this dependence.

Another explanation lies in the economic oppor­
tunities created by the West’s move away from 
Russia’s raw materials. After the Russian inva­
sion of Ukraine, India’s import of discounted 
crude oil from Russia increased hugely, with 
the result that by the beginning of 2023 India 
was buying about as much as China4  – a mas­
sive rise, even though India recently declared its 
intention to comply with the price cap imposed 
by the EU.5 In the spirit of non-alignment, from 
India’s point of view, its own economic inter­
ests have clear priority over closing ranks with 
the political camp that is trying to isolate Rus­
sia by using sanctions and that regards itself as 
a global champion of democracy. A third fac­
tor that is occasionally brought into play by the 
BJP government and Indian security experts to 
allay criticism is the possibility of India taking 
on a mediating role. According to this narrative, 
Modi is one of the few heads of government 
who could possibly still exert influence on the 

one of the founders of the Non-Aligned Move­
ment, which was joined by 120 countries. With 
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of 
the Cold War, the importance of the group was 
relativised, but it continued to be associated 
with the self-image of an emerging and inde­
pendent “Global South”: its members refuse to 
be reduced to the status of pawns in conflicts 
between the major powers.

The Indian Armed Forces  
are dependent on Russian  
armaments.

In line with this foreign policy tradition, the 
concerns of the “Global South” are the central 
mantra of India’s G20 presidency this year too. 
While political and economic heavyweights such 
as the United States, Japan and Germany are 
keen to use the forum to put pressure on Rus­
sia or at least formulate a clear stance against 
Moscow’s war of aggression, India has a differ­
ent view of its role as host. The G20 should not 

“allow issues that we cannot resolve together to 
come in the way of those we can”, Prime Min­
ister Modi noted in an address at the Foreign 
Ministers’ meeting on 2 March 2023. Instead, 
he said, a constructive exchange was needed 
on challenges such as disaster resilience, finan­
cial stability, cross-border crime, and food and 
energy security.2 Modi appealed to the group’s 
responsibility towards those countries in par­
ticular for which these issues are of existential 
importance, but which do not have the privilege 
of sitting at the table for the G20 meetings.

Despite the Indian prime minister’s admonition, 
the chief diplomats – like the finance ministers at 
their meeting in Bangalore earlier – were unable 
to agree on a final declaration because of their 
diverging views of the war in Ukraine. German 
Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock did make 
use of her intervention to call on her counterpart 
Sergei Lavrov to have Russian troops withdrawn 
from Ukraine immediately. The following day, 
however, the latter was given the opportunity 
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India, China and the Rivalry of Civilisations

India and China have a long history of mutual 
respect. But this only ever lasted as long as 
the vast expanse of the Himalayas and Tibet 
formed an almost insurmountable natural bor­
der between them. According to Indian security 
experts, the effectiveness of this buffer zone has 
diminished considerably over the past century: 
for decades, India has felt its northern neighbour 
increasing the pressure along the border. While 
the West puzzled for a long time about the direc­
tion in which China would develop after its open­
ing in the 1980s, India has for some time had a 
firmly entrenched majority view: it sees China 
as an expansionist power and does not believe 
this will change. India’s strategic thinking sim­
ply left no room for the possibility of any kind of 
democratisation process happening in China. 
Asked about the scenario of a protracted systemic 
conflict, one Indian economist replied without 
much hesitation that it was not merely a conflict 
between political systems, but a rivalry of civili­
sations. China, he says, is a state based on com­
pletely different values and whose ideas for the 
future of humanity are incompatible with the way 
of thinking and norms that prevail in the West.

Guided by this analysis, China has increas­
ingly become the undisputed priority of Indian 
foreign policy. Even the arch enemy Pakistan 
is increasingly becoming less of a focus, even 
though the conflict over Kashmir is anything but 
settled and harsh rhetoric against the Muslim 
neighbouring country prevails, especially within 
the BJP. Despite these simmering animosities, 
Pakistan no longer carries the same foreign 
policy weight for India as it did a few years ago. 
On the one hand, the country is weakened by a 
severe political and economic crisis and cannot 
risk any escalation. Secondly, the fact that Paki­
stan’s economic weakness goes hand in hand 
with a particularly pronounced dependence on 
China ultimately leads back to the strategic pri­
ority mentioned above.

From its longstanding experience of dealing 
with China, New Delhi has drawn the lesson 
of not conducting bilateral disputes in public. 

Russian President Vladimir Putin and would be 
prepared to act as a mediator if the parties to the 
conflict so wished.

In India, the majority view is 
that China is and will remain 
an expansionist power.

Perhaps the most important motivation for 
India’s approach to Russia, however, is the sce­
nario of a longer-term shift in power politics. 
New Delhi looks on with some concern at the 
deepening and publicly celebrated friendship 
between Putin and Chinese leader Xi Jinping. 
India has maintained good relations with the 
Soviet Union and Russia for decades, but it has 
long regarded the People’s Republic of China 
as an adversary.6 For India, it would be a night­
mare if an alliance between the world’s two 
major autocracies were to be consolidated north 
of the subcontinent. 

To illustrate this, one only has to imagine an 
escalation between Indian and Chinese troops 
in a border region. What would happen if, in the 
event of a conflict, India had to fend off China’s 
troops for a prolonged period of time and was in 
urgent need of supplies of weapons, ammuni­
tion and maintenance from Russia? Given Chi­
na’s dominance in the Sino-Russian relationship, 
China would presumably have little problem in 
cutting off supplies to India. There is no short-
term substitute for the equipment from Russia, 
and as things currently stand it is not apparent 
that India would be willing or able to rely on any 
other security guarantee – such as that of West­
ern partners. Faced with the risk of being una­
ble to defend itself, New Delhi therefore feels 
compelled to at least maintain a good basis of 
communication with Russia, thereby loosening 
the ties between the autocrats again, at least in 
the medium to long term. If, on the other hand, 
India were to bet everything on an alliance with 
the West, this would only be a greater incentive 
for Beijing and Moscow to deepen their friend­
ship.
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Security first: Against the backdrop of the Sino-Indian rivalry, equipping the military plays an important role for 
New Delhi. The central supplier of armaments is Russia. Photo: © Sudipta Das, Pacific Press, picture alliance.
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seeks to play this trump card against inferior 
states, counterbalancing Chinese influence in 
international organisations is an important com­
ponent of India’s foreign policy. For this reason, 
delegations from New Delhi and Beijing can 
be found together at the negotiating tables in 
forums such as the Asian Infrastructure Invest­
ment Bank (AIIB), the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organisation (SCO) and the BRICS group.

Given that China is the driving force in the AIIB, 
one might expect a defensive position on India’s 
part. But since India is the largest recipient 
of AIIB loans to date, New Delhi never tires of 
emphasising the bank’s multilateral character. 
Before the friendship between Xi and Putin took 
on its current form, India joined the SCO in 
2017 at Russia’s suggestion, after which Beijing 
arranged for Pakistan to join in the same year. 
It is likely that this line-up will only allow for 
agreements at a modest level. From India’s per­
spective, it is a relief for the Central Asian SCO 
members today that they are not exclusively 
pressurised by Russia and China in this forum. 

India’s position on BRICS is also a calculated 
one. The emerging economies format com­
prising Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 
Africa has produced some specialised exchange 
forums at a working level, but it has not recently 
been conspicuous for initiating pioneering 
collaborative ventures. According to Pramit 
Chaudhuri, however, BRICS does offer one par­
ticular advantage: for the Chinese public, the 
quintet has an exclusive and aspirational aura, 
and the prestigious summits are well received in 
the Chinese media. For Indian security experts, 
this relatively superficial rapprochement is cer­
tainly significant, because in their view, any 
positive perception of India in China – however 
limited – contributes to making Chinese aggres­
sion against India less likely.

The Quad Is Where “De-risking”  
Takes on Concrete Form

Forums such as these allow India to observe 
China’s actions and to some extent even influ­
ence jointly held discussions. The country is also 

“Everything we do takes place behind closed 
doors,” says political scientist Pramit Pal Chaud­
huri, a member of India’s National Security 
Advisory Board, summarising his government’s 
approach. For a constructive outcome, it is essen­
tial to keep an “emergency exit” open for Beijing, 
he says, adding that as soon as China saw itself 
trapped in a corner and this became visible to 
others, it would be unable to make any conces­
sions due to its authoritarian structures. Accord­
ing to Chaudhuri, this would be likely to trigger 
a conflict. One insight closely related to this is 
the primacy of physical superiority that prevails 
in Beijing, or to put it simply: “China only under­
stands the language of power.”7 

This view is also upheld by the conflicts that 
flare up again and again along the approxi­
mately 3,500-kilometre Sino-Indian border. 
Driven by various territorial claims, for example 
in Indian-controlled parts of Jammu and Kash­
mir and of Arunachal Pradesh, this is how China 
is testing India’s military strength and political 
resolve. Even though many conflicts are fought 
far removed from the public eye, Chaudhuri 
explains, New Delhi has long been commit­
ted to a policy of “hard reciprocity” in order to 
prevent China from developing an appetite for 
larger-scale confrontation.

New Delhi needs the Quad in 
order to gain a geostrategic 
advantage for itself.

Seeing itself as being firmly anchored in the 
international rules-based order, India maintains 
an extremely sceptical attitude towards Chi­
na’s compliance with treaties. If you enter into 
an agreement with China, Indian experts warn, 
this should be understood as a snapshot of the 
balance of power between China and its respec­
tive partner. But if there is any shift in circum­
stances, they say, China should not be expected 
to adhere to an agreement: from Beijing’s point 
of view, the law of the strongest always applies 
in the end. Since the People’s Republic primarily 
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making its voice heard as a regional power and 
a counterweight to autocratic China. In order to 
gain a geostrategic advantage for itself, however, 
New Delhi primarily needs the Quad (Quadri­
lateral Security Dialogue). After falling behind 
for several years, this alliance between Australia, 
India, Japan and the United States gathered fresh 
momentum on the sidelines of the 2017 summit 
of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN). In order to preserve its foreign policy 
independence and not confront China directly, 
India did reject US efforts to enter into a military 
alliance. Nevertheless, the four members agreed 
to work together towards a “free and open 
Indo-Pacific” and a “rules-based maritime order 
in the East and South China Seas”,8 sending out a 
clear signal against China’s territorial claims and 
its undermining of the Law of the Sea.

On the face of it, the Quad has limited scope 
for action. It is neither formalised by treaties 
nor does it have a secretariat or binding deci­
sion-making channels. On closer inspection, 
however, its flexible dialogue structure turns out 
to be more of an advantage. Since its revival, the 
Quad’s summit meetings involving heads of state 
and foreign ministers have become more fre­
quent, demonstrating genuine shared strategic 
interests. The recently approved investment by 
the Taiwanese company Foxconn in the Indian 
state of Karnataka is a good illustration of this: 
by 2025, a new plant worth one billion US dollars 
is to take over a large part of iPhone production 
there, thus competing with China as a production 
site. According to Indian experts, Foxconn’s com­
mitment to the subcontinent is not least due to 
the influence of the United States – coupled with 
agreements arrived at in the Quad.

Despite certain impressions some observers may 
seek to convey, the Quad is not designed to be 
NATO’s Indo-Pacific counterpart. There is no 
alliance case in which an attack on one member 
would trigger a collective defence mechanism. 
Making a commitment of this kind would be con­
trary to India’s fundamental geostrategic princi­
ples. But Quad members do recognise that China 
wants to place itself at the forefront of the world 
order by raising its technological capabilities to a 

world-class level, thereby maximising its power 
projection. Based on this realisation, the Quad 
has set up more than 20 working groups, which 
can be regarded as a kind of security policy 
precaution, or practically applied “de-risking”. 
Experts from the four member states and Quad 
partner countries engage in dialogue in these 
working groups on shared approaches to all kinds 
of practical issues, ranging from cyber security 
to commodity processing and pharmaceuticals. 
India’s 5G strategy was also discussed in the 
Quad, with the result that Chinese hardware and 
software companies – including manufacturers 
such as ZTE and Huawei, as well as TikTok and 
around 250 other apps – are being systematically 
excluded from the Indian economy.

Germany has a key role  
to play in the negotiations  
on a free trade agreement.

Be More Assertive, Germany!

India’s strategic positioning vis-à-vis China pro­
vides an important framework when it comes to 
doing more to win over New Delhi as a partner for 
the West. Germany is well placed to play an active 
role in this endeavour. India and Germany have 
maintained a strategic partnership since 2000 
and held their sixth bilateral government consul­
tations last year. On his visit to India in February 
2023, Chancellor Olaf Scholz emphasised that the 
two countries shared the “foundation of democ­
racy”, and he expressed very clearly the desire for 
even more far-reaching cooperation.9

In fact, the range of bilateral cooperation is 
already enormous. At the same time, however, 
there is a sense in all areas that the full potential 
has not yet been harnessed. In this connection, 
there is also hope that in the long term, India 
can be relied on to take sides with the West in its 
geopolitical orientation. This ambition will not 
be fully realised in the foreseeable future. None­
theless, Germany can make an important con­
tribution to gradual rapprochement by focusing 
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Great anger: Demonstrators protest against China in June 
2020 in Bangalore. The protest was preceded by violent 
clashes in the Sino-Indian border region in the Himalayas 
between soldiers of the two countries. Photo: © Jagadeesh 
NV, epa, picture alliance.

on India’s clearly formulated interests and on 
its own strengths. Here, Germany should not be 
guided by the idea of seeking a “values-based 
partnership” with India, but instead should rec­
ognise where differences will remain and where 
more in-depth cooperation can benefit both 
sides strategically.

India’s ambitious growth targets and the 
strengthening of its defence capabilities are the 
main orientation here. As India’s most impor­
tant trading partner by far within the EU, Ger­
many has a key role to play in the negotiations 
on a free trade agreement launched in the sum­
mer of 2022. After the frustration of failure on 
the first attempt at such an agreement ten years 
ago due to irreconcilable positions, neither the 
EU nor India have any wish to fail again, nor can 
they afford to do so. It is true that ideas on the 
details of the agreement differ widely on some 
important issues, as an analysis by the German 
Institute for International and Security Affairs 
shows.10 In the interest of closer ties with India, 
however, when weighing up concessions, it is 
ultimately up to influential EU member states 
such as Germany to also take into account the 
political capital that might be needed to shape 
the international order positively from the per­
spective of Europe and the West.

This does not necessarily mean going for some­
thing large-scale right away. When it comes 
to the meaningful expansion of Indo-German 
relations, Indian experts like to use the term 

“low-hanging fruit” to refer to projects that 
could actually be pursued without a great deal 
of effort. Professor D. Suba Chandran, Director 
of the School of Conflict and Security Studies 
at the National Institute for Advanced Studies 
in Bangalore, suggests a technology partner­
ship, for example.11 India could benefit con­
siderably from German expertise in the field 
of renewable energy and in the construction of 
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batteries. Similarly, German experts could bring 
their expertise to bear in certain Quad working 
groups – on issues relating to the processing of 
minerals, for example, which are a key factor in 
breaking free from the Chinese supply of raw 
materials and services. Furthermore, the aspect 
of mobility between the two countries cannot 
be overestimated: prospects for work and study 
in Germany are a welcome element for India 
to promote its skilled workers, and the income 
flows to India thus generated play a not incon­
siderable role in the Indian economy. This is 
why consistent implementation of the Migration 
and Mobility Agreement signed in December 
2022 is of utmost importance – in particular the 
dismantling of visa hurdles.

Germany could also provide a major stimulus 
for deepening partnership and boosting mutual 
trust if it were to raise its arms policy towards 
India to a new level. India has long signalled 
interest and formulated concrete needs in this 
area. According to reports, Scholz and Modi also 
discussed a German offer of six submarines in 
the cost range of 5.2 billion US dollars in Febru­
ary.12 In the future, treaties of this scope could 
help reduce India’s dependence on Russia and – 
as an even greater incentive for New Delhi – give 
India the opportunity to improve its deterrence 
or defence capabilities vis-à-vis China. Here, 
too, it is important for Germany to examine and 
assess India’s needs and expectations extremely 
carefully, for example with regard to manufac­
turing the submarines in India. Even if in some 
cases trade-offs would have to be made from an 
economic point of view, these could be offset by 
significant political gains.

Conclusion: India Is Going Its Own Way, 
but Hopefully Not Entirely Alone

Those who hope that India will make a clear 
stand in the systemic conflict in favour of the 
West will be disappointed. As in the logo of 
India’s G20 presidency, the lotus will continue 
to bloom solely in orange and green. Discus­
sions in India are not dominated by talk of a 
systemic conflict but by India’s aspiration to 
revitalise itself through massive economic 

growth and to assert itself internationally. Modi 
has his sights set on the 100th anniversary of 
India’s independence in 2047. He is looking to 
use his party’s policies to turn the country into a 
developed economy by then. India will continue 
to make decisions and enter into agreements 
based on this self-interest – whether or not these 
fit in with Western ideas and hopes of a global 
shift of power in favour of democracies.

Nevertheless, there are genuine overlaps in the 
geopolitical interests of India and the West. Due 
to the threat from China, New Delhi needs to 
perform a full-on balancing act that catalyses 
practical cooperation through forums such as the 
Quad while lending a sense of urgency to deeper 
economic relations with the EU. India does not 
wish to subscribe to the interpretation that a sys­
temic conflict is being played out between autoc­
racies and democracies, let alone entertain the 
notion that it could itself play a key role in this. 
However, it is acutely aware of the global shifts 
in power and seeks to play its self-appointed 
role as the advocate of the “Global South”. In 
the long run, India is striving for a multipolar 
order: its own demands are too high to be satis­
fied by simple affiliation to one side or the other 
in a systemic conflict that is being debated else­
where. If Germany and its Western partners still 
want to ensure that India is aligned with them as 
closely as possible as it shapes its ambitions, they 
should tailor their offers as precisely as possible 
to India’s concrete needs. Wherever possible, 
material concessions should be made in practi­
cal implementation with a view to building trust 
and generating political capital. Success stories 
of bilateral cooperation should also be told to 
greater effect. Germany in particular would do 
well to showcase its extensive cooperation with 
such an important partner country more effec­
tively. The popularity points gained could well 
herald a new era in relations with the subconti­
nent.

– translated from German –

Lewe Paul is Desk Officer for South Asia at the 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung.
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“I Am Pro-myself ”
Uganda’s Response to Russia’s War of  

Aggression against Ukraine
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which received the most abstentions and votes 
against them, Uganda abstained. As such, it 
is the only country in East Africa that cast the 
same vote in all six ballots.

Kenya in particular, which had a non-perma­
nent seat on the UN Security Council until the 
end of 2022, always voted in favour, apart from 
abstaining in the vote to suspend Russia from 
the Human Rights Council. As early as 21 Febru­
ary 2022, at an emergency meeting of the UN 
Security Council, Kenya’s Permanent Repre­
sentative to the United Nations, Ambassador 
Martin Kimani, spoke for many Africans2 when 
he stressed that Russia’s actions went against 
the principles of the Charter. Referring to the 
colonial history of the African continent, he 
warned against a backward-looking view of his­
tory that – combined with a dangerous sense of 
nostalgia – would result in new forms of domi­
nation and oppression. On behalf of Kenya, he 
rejected irredentism and expansion, regardless 
of their basis. At the same time, he strongly con­
demned the willingness of the major powers – 
among which he counted the members of the 
Security Council – to breach international law, 
as observed in the past decades.

Imperial expansion and the resulting disenfran­
chisement and oppression are all too familiar to 
the people of the African continent. The colonial 
experience of their peoples is an integral part 

Neutrality as a Political Calculation

With Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 
24 February 2022, conventional interstate war­
fare returned to Europe. What most people had 
previously considered absolutely impossible 
became a reality. The voting panel in the United 
Nations General Assembly soon came to be the 
point of reference where support was indicated 
for either Ukraine or Russia. But it also came to 
reflect a moral scale between the “right” and the 

“wrong” side of history. The much emphasised 
fact that most states in the world are showing 
solidarity with Ukraine stands in stark contrast 
to the realisation that the majority of the world’s 
population is in fact on the side of those states 
that abstain or that sympathise with Russia.1

Since the beginning of the invasion, the inter­
national community has addressed its impact 
and consequences in six UN General Assembly 
votes, from the very first condemnation of Rus­
sia’s aggression against Ukraine through to the 
most recent vote on a comprehensive, just and 
lasting peace in Ukraine in accordance with the 
UN Charter. Resolutions on the humanitarian 
consequences of the aggression against Ukraine 
and on support for the territorial integrity of the 
country have also been put to the vote. In all 
these votes, as well as in the two on suspending 
Russia from the UN Human Rights Council and 
requiring Russia to pay reparations to Ukraine, 

“When elephants fight, it is the grass that suffers.” This is an 
African proverb frequently heard in Uganda when people talk 
about Russia’s current war of aggression against Ukraine, in 
reference to the impact on the African continent. The United 
States and the West on the one hand and Russia on the other 
are seen as the big elephants. The political elite in Uganda has 
officially adopted a neutral stance, while at the same time 
attempting to use the international situation that has arisen to 
its own advantage. Against this background, Germany should 
clearly define its own interests and strengths and bring these 
into play in a targeted way to our mutual advantage.
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Fig. 1: �Voting Behavior of East African States in the UN General Assembly on Russia’s Attack on Ukraine
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of their identity. How, then, can it be explained 
that a country with a long colonial history – such 
as Uganda – does not condemn every form of 
imperialism and colonialism, but instead takes 
what appears to be a “neutral” stance?

Officially, the war against 
Ukraine is not considered an 
imperialist or colonialist war  
in Uganda.

Understanding Uganda’s Official Position

Officially, the Russian war of aggression against 
Ukraine is not considered in Uganda to be an 
imperialist or colonialist war. To assume that 
such an assessment is consensus within the 
entire political elite of the country would be 
wrong. However, this is not discussed publicly 

and Uganda’s official position is de facto for­
mulated by the highest authority, the country’s 
president himself. Publicly, the latter draws par­
allels to the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. After 
the visit by Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lav­
rov at the end of July 2022 in particular, Presi­
dent Yoweri Museveni showed sympathy for 
Russia’s position that NATO enlargement was a 
threat to Russia.

Museveni also justifies a special bond with Rus­
sia by saying that after the Bolsheviks came 
to power and the Soviet Union was founded in 
1917, the latter supported the African countries’ 
anti-colonial struggle. From this he reasons 
that Uganda cannot vote against a state that 
once supported it.3 Even though the president 
claims that he does not want to side with either 
the West or Russia, his interpretation reflects 
patterns of thinking from the Cold War. The 
official justification given by Uganda’s Perma­
nent Representative to the United Nations that 

https://bit.ly/43h0ipZ
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Regional Supremacy and Securing Power

Uganda’s foreign policy is Africa-centred and, 
according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
aligned along three concentric rings.7 In the 
inner and most important ring for Uganda’s 
relations are its immediate neighbours, the East 
African Community, the IGAD states8 and the 
Nile Basin. The centre ring comprises the rest 
of Africa, the African Union, COMESA9 and the 
Middle East. The rest of the world and the rele­
vant multilateral organisations form the outer 
ring. Uganda has only limited ambitions to play 
a role in actively shaping politics in the outer ring.

This is based on a quite realistic assessment 
of its own limited capacity to wield influence 
as one of the least developed countries in the 
world. The foreign policy mission is to safeguard 
national interests – first and foremost security. 
President Museveni sees himself as the guar­
antor and greatest fighter for peace, security in 
the region and the notion of pan-Africanism. He 
firmly believes that ensuring stability at home 
and in the region requires continuity at the top 
of the Ugandan state and vice versa. This view is 
widely accepted in the country itself and in the 
region, but also among international partners. 
Western countries in particular have supported 
Museveni for many years because they have 
seen him as a guarantor of stability in the region.

Museveni justifies his presidency, which has 
lasted 37 years, not least by the claim that he is 
indispensable as a leader pulling strings in the 
region and by his as yet not fully realised visions 
for bringing peace to the region and promoting 
its integration. International partners that assist 
him in consolidating his position of power at 
home and in the region are his allies. While tra­
ditional Western partners – the European Union 
and its member states, the United States and 
the United Kingdom – play a key role in securing 
stability in the region, they are also vocal critics 
of Uganda’s domestic militarisation, the precari­
ous human rights situation in the country and its 
authoritarian style of rule. Other international 
partners hold back on such criticism  – Russia 
and China in particular. Instead, the latter two 

the country has a neutral position as a member 
of the Non-Aligned Movement also fits into this 
context.4 Uganda is due to take over the chair of 
the movement from Azerbaijan in January 2024.

In addition to putting Uganda’s position in a his­
torical context, the president, as so often, is reit­
erating his fundamental stance that he refuses 
to be patronised, lectured or pressured by any­
one. This accusation is mainly directed at Ugan­
da’s Western partners. In the current conflict 
situation, too, he is quick to point out publicly 
that efforts on the part of the “Western bloc” or 
the “Western group” to pull Uganda onto their 
side will be in vain. In an interview with the BBC 
in August 2022,5 Museveni stated that the civil­
ian contribution of the US is welcome “when 
they bring it but, if not, we shall survive, maybe 
do even better”, thus implying that development 
aid would not translate into political leverage. It 
is a familiar rhetoric used by the president that 
flatters the self-esteem of many Ugandans. In 
reality, however, the country depends on these 
funds to a large extent.

Western partners criticise  
the precarious human rights 
situation in Uganda.

President Museveni is trying his hand at see-saw 
politics: he is keen to point out that the maxim 
for his actions is the distinction between “pro­
gressive and reactionary forces”,6 the “progres­
sive forces” being those that support progress 
and stability. The ideological or political system 
concerned is irrelevant, he says: there are no 
preferred friends and no preferred groups. Yet 
even though many in the Ugandan elite appear 
to share this purported pragmatism, they are 
also keen to point out the advantages of cooper­
ation with Western countries – albeit not at the 
price of paternalism. And indeed, exaggerated 
expectations on the part of Western partners and 
their sometimes evident paternalism reinforce a 
defensive attitude towards the West and increase 
the appeal of cooperation with other states.
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The more difficult partners: While states such as China and Russia are not likely to criticise the domestic political 
situation in Uganda, there have been statements to this effect from Western Europe in the past. In the picture 
(left): Uganda’s Foreign Minister Haji Abubaker Jeje Odongo at the 2022 EU-Africa Summit. Photo: © Olivier 
Hoslet, AP, picture alliance.

countries are competing to establish the “appro­
priate” form of authoritarian rule  – a bureau­
cratic or a nepotistic one. In view of the strong 
criticism that the 2011 elections attracted from 
the country’s Western partners, it is therefore 
not surprising that Museveni sought greater rap­
prochement with Russia and China in the wake 
of the elections. In this context, Museveni also 
raised the accusation of Western arrogance.

His advances towards Russia showed only limited 
success up until the first Russia-Africa Summit in 
October 2019, however. The interest in increased 
economic cooperation was not reciprocated by 
Russia. Bilateral trade between the two countries 
remained insignificant, and hopes of building an 
oil refinery were dashed, too. What has remained, 
tying into the shared history of relations between 
Uganda and the Soviet Union, is Russia’s role in 
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benefits both countries. The realisation of this 
ambitious project remains to be seen.

Russia presents itself in 
Uganda as a country without  
an imperialist past.

Based on an objective assessment of current Rus­
sian potential, it would make sense for Uganda to 
switch to new suppliers. It is doubtful that West­
ern partners would fill this gap. Turkey, however, 
could become more important here – a NATO 
partner that has positioned itself strategically 
in Uganda and has also used anti-imperialist 
rhetoric that is critical of the West. Nonetheless, 
Uganda’s financial capacity to purchase modern 
technology and equipment is limited.

Russia’s “Hard Soft Power” as 
a New Export Hit

Russia’s offers of cooperation are not limited 
to the supply of military equipment, however. 
At the start of the full-scale war of aggression 
against Ukraine, Russia’s embassies around the 
world launched a charm offensive.

The propaganda channel RT (formerly Russia 
Today) had secured airtime from the national 
public broadcaster, the Uganda Broadcasting 
Corporation. This was followed by articles writ­
ten by the Russian ambassador in the country’s 
most widely circulated newspapers and on 
the Russian Embassy’s Twitter channel. This 
latter channel of communication, somewhat 
neglected up until then, saw a boost from 26 Jan­
uary 2022 – Uganda’s National Liberation Day11 – 
onwards when the Russian Embassy officially 
congratulated the country’s leadership and the 
Ugandan people. Since then, the public has been 
kept actively informed of various Russian activ­
ities in Uganda: from official meetings with the 
Ugandan political leadership to the cooperation 
agreement between the ruling parties NRM 
(National Resistance Movement) and United 
Russia, the instruction of Ugandan soldiers in 

the military sector. With the acquisition of six 
Sukhoi Su-30 multi-role fighter aircraft in 2011, 
Uganda’s air force assumed a leading position in 
the East and Central African region.10 The con­
tract included a training programme for pilots 
and technicians. The situation seems to be sim­
ilar with regard to the acquisition of Mil Mi-28N 
Havoc combat helicopters. The filmed and 
publicly shared use of these aircraft in the cur­
rent fight against the Allied Democratic Forces 
(ADF) in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
was likely to serve the strategic interests of both 
Uganda and Russia. Both might have probably 
had other countries in the region in mind. Muse­
veni could showcase the strength of his army and 
his own role as a playmaker in the region, while 
Russia was able to demonstrate its potential as a 
supplier of military equipment – a win-win situa­
tion for both countries.

However, any observer of how the war on 
Ukrainian soil is developing will not have failed 
to notice that Russia can no longer be a reliable 
supplier of military equipment since it is barely 
able to meet its own needs in the war against 
Ukraine. Nevertheless, as recently as April this 
year, Museveni was praising the military and 
technical cooperation with Russia. The occasion 
was a repaired Russian helicopter being put into 
operation at the airbase in Nakasongola, about 
140  kilometres north of Kampala. Since the 
beginning of 2022, there has been a joint ven­
ture between the commercial arm of the Ugan­
dan Armed Forces and the Russian company 
ProHeli International Services Limited. The 
intergovernmental working group on military 
technical collaboration between the two coun­
tries began work at the beginning of 2023. With 
Russia’s support, Uganda hopes to establish a 
regional hub for development, upgrading and 
maintenance for all kinds of Soviet and Russian 
aviation equipment that is being used in Africa 
and even Latin America. On 18 May, the Rus­
sian Foreign Minister Lavrov underlined the 
potential of this project at a joint press confer­
ence with his Ugandan counterpart General Haji 
Abubaker Jeje Odongo in Moscow. It remains 
merely an ambitious vision for the time being, 
however, albeit one whose announcement 



66 International Reports 2|2023

religious beliefs and cultural values, and the 
artificially constructed link with paedophilia 
is all too reminiscent of Russian narratives. A 
regional parliamentary conference held in 
Uganda at the end of March on the “protec­
tion of family values” found its way into a Rus­
sian news medium associated with the Wagner 
Group of all places.14

Some observers fear that 
Uganda could slide into a  
new dependence on Russia.

Uganda signed a contract with the Russian com­
pany M/S Joint Stock Company Global Security 
in July 2021 to produce new number plates with 
embedded surveillance chips. There was no 
award process.15 The company would thus gain 
access to one of the most important data sets on 
the Ugandan population.

Against this background, some observers fear 
that Uganda could slide into a new dependence 
on Russia. This concern is certainly understand­
able. Speaking to the Russian news agency TASS, 
Museveni recently used language that was all 
too familiar in the former Soviet Union: “I will 
definitely come to St. Petersburg in July [2023]. 
In this issue, the political will is of crucial impor­
tance. It is not an issue of needs, but an issue of 
ideology. As long as you profess the ideology of 
equality and brotherhood, the other things are 
simply details.”16 Yet Russia has always used 
the rhetoric of equality and fraternity to prop­
agate its colonial claim to rule over the smaller 

“brother nations”. At the planned second Rus­
sia-Africa Summit and Economic Forum in St. 
Petersburg in July 2023, Russia will continue to 
make great efforts to instil greater loyalty among 
African countries.

Russia’s new courtship of Uganda and the prom­
ise of cooperation in various fields are falling on 
fertile ground in the East African country. Yet it 
is not only the bilateral relationship with Russia 
and the hopes and expectations associated with 

Russian culture, the visit by the representative 
of the (Russian) Orthodox Church responsible 
for Africa, Metropolitan Leonid of Klin, Russia’s 
plans to cooperate with Ugandan universities, 
and a new offer of a scholarship programme. 
All this is mixed in with strong anti-American 
and anti-Western rhetoric and propaganda, as 
well as the scattering of Russian disinformation. 
Russia is pulling out all the stops here, present­
ing itself as a fraternal nation with no colonial or 
imperialist past.

Russia is also offering cooperation in the areas of 
raw materials extraction, nuclear energy devel­
opment, cyber security, telecommunications, 
geological research, pharmaceuticals and agri­
culture. On 18 May, the two countries signed a 
joint declaration in Moscow affirming to refrain 
from initiating the deployment of weapons in 
outer space. The level of development and the 
extent of the economic problems in both Rus­
sia and Uganda raise legitimate doubts as to the 
significance of such agreements beyond their 
declaratory nature.

On the other hand, Russian know-how and the 
country’s longstanding experience of deliber­
ately manipulating opinion should not be under­
estimated. It has become known that the Africa 
Back Office  – a propaganda network believed 
to be associated with Yevgeny Prigozhin, the 
head of the Russian mercenary group Wagner – 
works closely with the Russian Embassy and the 
Ugandan Government Citizen Interaction Cen­
tre.12 After the presidential and parliamentary 
elections in January 2021, this unit was made 
directly subordinate to the president as a kind 
of state communications agency, where it seems 
to be primarily responsible for developing and 
implementing communications strategies.

The recently passed Ugandan Anti-Homosex­
uality Act, strongly criticised by Western part­
ners, must have been celebrated as a victory by 
the political class in Russia.13 The framing of 
the whole debate surrounding the protection 
of traditional family values against alleged lib­
eral influences from the West, the postulated 
incompatibility of homosexuality with people’s 
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this that determine Uganda’s position. Uganda’s 
relations with countries such as South Africa 
and India, and the positions these countries 
have adopted, also play a role.

South Africa and Uganda  – and in particular 
the ruling parties ANC (African National Con­
gress) and NRM – share a very strong historical 
bond, forged in the struggle against apartheid 
and the colonial system with the support of the 
Soviet Union. This plays an important role in 
the position adopted towards Russia in particu­
lar. The false equation of the Soviet Union with 
Russia is deliberate: it serves the own founding 
myth and seems plausible in justifying the cur­
rent position. While South Africa has always 
officially abstained in all UN votes, it is one of 
the BRICS states and pursues its own interests 
in that group. Sympathies with Russia cannot be 
denied: the joint military exercises carried out 
on the anniversary of the full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine were hardly a coincidence.

Despite the impact of the war 
on people’s day-to-day lives in 
Uganda, they currently have 
other concerns.

Relations with India also occupy a special place 
in Uganda’s history. The contribution of Indian 
immigrants to the development of the country 
has played an indispensable role – both in eco­
nomic and political terms. The tax revenue from 
companies whose founders have Indian roots 
and the good connections to India are of enor­
mous importance to Uganda’s economy. India, 
on the other hand, sees Russia more as a neces­
sary partner or even ally than as a rival17 and has 
also consistently abstained from voting at the 
UN level.

Like Turkey, India and South Africa are try­
ing to take advantage of the current geopoliti­
cal situation to reposition themselves globally 
as new emerging powers. Uganda maintains 
good relations with them and is counting on 

benefiting from this competition for influence. 
Various alliances such as the BRICS states and 
the Non-Aligned Movement are also trying to 
take advantage of the momentum that has been 
created. Well versed in power games, President 
Museveni is likely to see this as an opportunity 
for himself and his hold on power as well as in 
terms of Uganda’s development interests.

Not a Watershed Moment, but Time for 
Pragmatism and Economic Cooperation

All this is likely to be playing a role in Uganda’s 
current tactics on the international stage. There 
is little to no public debate on this subject: the 
population has other concerns. Although people 
are indeed struggling with the increased price of 
fuel, food and other daily essentials as a result 
of the war in Ukraine, economic scarcity and 
worries about the future are already familiar to 
many people.

Conflicts, acts of war and death are omnipres­
ent phenomena in people’s perception. The 
African Great Lakes region is one of the most 
conflict-ridden areas in the world, with the civil 
war in Ethiopia having cost the lives of around 
600,000 people according to some estimates. 
Uganda provides the largest UN contingent in 
Somalia. The Ugandan army has had its own 
troops stationed in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo since December 2021. These are 
just three examples to illustrate why the cur­
rent war in Europe is not only perceived as geo­
graphically distant on the African continent, but 
also as not entirely unique in its brutality. End­
ing it and building peace are regarded as being 
Europe’s responsibility. The Ugandan elite and 
population do not regard this war and Russia’s 
malicious violation of international law as a his­
torical caesura. Appeals for support for Ukraine 
in defence of the common global security order 
remain ineffective in view of the precedent of 
the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the associ­
ated accusation that the West is applying double 
standards.

The attack on Ukraine did not divide the world 
into the “good guys” and the “bad guys”. The 
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West may currently stand together more firmly 
than before, but it has not necessarily gained 
more influence globally.18 A window of oppor­
tunity has opened for other actors to reassert 
their position in the world. Political leaders in 
many states – including Uganda – will attempt to 
use the new geopolitical situation to their own 
advantage. Germany must decide how to deal 
with those countries that deliberately refrain 
from taking sides. In Uganda, Germany has the 
advantage of having established itself as a reli- 
able partner over a period of decades. Germa­
ny’s contribution to Uganda’s development is 
appreciated. Its technological know-how is 
highly regarded, as is its economic development 
after the Second World War. Germany should 
see this as an opportunity to do more to promote 
Uganda’s economic development in the interest 
of both sides. After all, this is seen as a priority 
by Uganda’s population – and by the entire politi- 
cal and economic elite.

Uganda is currently the second youngest coun­
try in the world, with an average age of about 
15.7 years. The population is growing rapidly. 
Currently, according to different sources, there 
are between 48 and 50 million people living in 
Uganda. If the current trend of around 3.7 per 
cent annual population growth continues, the 
100 million mark will be exceeded in 2050. This 
poses enormous challenges for the country not 
only in terms of employment opportunities, 
but also when it comes to providing social and 
technical infrastructure. The economy has to be 
modernised and diversified. There is a need for 
industrialisation and increased productivity in 
numerous sectors.

Germany would be well advised to play a role 
with a view to generating greater prosperity and 
to determine where it can make a significant 

Other concerns: While the war in Ukraine is perceived in 
Europe as a watershed moment, many people in Uganda 

consider it a distant conflict. Economic needs and poverty 
characterise their everyday lives. Photo: © Dai Kurokawa, 

dpa, picture alliance.
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with better use being made of creative and inno­
vative potential so as to bring about the desired 
change. What is needed is an orientation 
towards the merit principle, support for socially 
responsible key players in different sectors in 
the country itself, and trust in their judgement. 
These actors in particular are the people who 
need to build their own countries.

Greater economic participation by the so-called 
Global South is in Germany’s interest. But this 
also presupposes a willingness to withstand 
ambivalence. At present, it is particularly 
important for all sides to tolerate the global sim­
ultaneity of differing needs, values and inter­
ests. If the aim is to maintain relations geared 
towards mutual interests, it will be necessary 
to find the lowest common denominator with 
some countries and accept this as a basis. With 
other countries, the overlap in terms of values 
and common interests will be greater. Western 
countries that try to put pressure on states like 
Uganda to take sides or impose their standards 
on them will inevitably risk more emphatic 
rejection of their values and democratic princi­
ples. A better option would be to strengthen the 
role of experienced actors such as political foun­
dations, which have a long record of building 
long-term relations and international networks 
to promote democracy. It is precisely in coun­
tries open to cooperation with autocratic and 
democratic actors alike where the latter should 
invest more in academic and cultural exchange. 
It is only through direct positive experience of 
democracies that their value can be appreciated. 
At the same time, democracies are attractive 
above all when they produce desirable results 
for the majority of the population, in particular 
with regard to economic and social participation, 
security and technological progress, thereby 
creating the basis for stability and peace.

– translated from German –

Anna Reismann is Head of the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung’s Office for Uganda and South Sudan, based 
in Kampala.

contribution in this context. This cannot be done 
with publicly funded initiatives and resources 
alone. Development policy cannot assume the 
role of the private sector, nor can it produce 
desirable economic development or social trans­
formation. Foreign economic policy and the pri­
vate sector must be given a more important role.

It would be advisable to create more capacities 
to bring German and Ugandan economic actors 
together. It is time to stop hiding behind the 
argument that the German economic system 
does not allow the state to interfere in the deci­
sion-making of private sector actors. Instead, 
concrete support and risk minimisation mech­
anisms should be developed to increase the 
number of German investment projects on the 
ground. Where do Germany’s strengths lie in 
this area? What investments and technology 
transfer could be supported? What potential 
instruments are there?

These might include special credit lines for 
German companies, funding for training and 
exchange programmes, the award of scholar­
ships, lending to Ugandan companies as part of 
their corporate social responsibility, and pub­
lic-private partnerships, among others. Digital 
opportunities allow companies to collaborate 
with each other without having to opt for a loca­
tion: this minimises the risk and opens up new 
opportunities. New generations of entrepre­
neurs, such as in the field of start-ups in both 
countries, are open-minded and willing to take 
to risks. Such actors should be specifically iden­
tified and supported. Some of the founders 
in Uganda even come from Germany or were 
trained there. This offers considerable poten­
tial for mutual innovation transfer, but also the 
opportunity to tap into varying markets and har­
ness the scope for action on both sides. There 
should be more initiative in terms of seeking out 
dialogue with Ugandan companies and asking 
them what trade and market entry barriers they 
see for their products on the European market 
so as to feed this knowledge into the European 
institutions. Any shift of value chains to Europe 
entails a loss of jobs in Uganda. For this reason, 
market barriers in Europe must be dismantled, 
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Past Glories and Tangible Problems

One hundred years ago, Argentina was one of 
the richest countries in the world and attracted 
numerous immigrants from all over Europe. 
Due to the boom in agricultural production, 
Argentina became known as the breadbasket of 
the world.2 The remnants of this golden age are 
still omnipresent in the urban landscape of Bue­
nos Aires with its wide avenues, parks and mag­
nificent buildings, yet numerous palaces of the 
Belle Époque era are crumbling away, and many 
former residences of the upper middle classes 
are up for sale.

Despite the country’s impressive wealth of re- 
sources, Argentina has been stuck in an eco­
nomic crisis with high inflation and debt rates 
for decades. The annual inflation rate in Feb­
ruary 2023 was 102.5 per cent3 and confidence 
in the national currency has long since dwin­
dled, both among the population and on the 
international financial markets. Resignation 
and a sense of hopelessness prevail among the 
Argentine people. Many well-educated Argen­
tines from the middle and upper classes are 
leaving the country to build a future in Europe 
or North America. A once prosperous country 
has become impoverished. This was recently 
lamented by Pope Francis, himself an Argen­
tine, who noted that the poverty rate was only 

five per cent when he finished secondary school 
but now affected half the population.4

Due to the acute lack of foreign currency, Argen­
tina is repeatedly on the verge of no longer being 
able to pay for vital imports, despite a mega-loan 
from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in 
2018 – the largest ever to be granted to a single 
country. The dollar is worth almost twice as 
much on the black market as it is according to 
the official peso exchange rate, and inflation is 
resulting in capital flight. The government is try­
ing to counter the problems by imposing price 
controls and export restrictions on food, which 
is having a negative impact on the agricultural 
sector in particular. In 2023, a year of multiple 
elections, there is enormous pressure on politi­
cians to stop this downward spiral and, if pos­
sible, to reverse it. Yet mismanagement and 
corruption have led to a severe crisis of confi­
dence in politics among citizens.

Argentina: Land of Opportunity?

Despite these problems, China has been taking 
a close interest in Argentina for some time now. 
European countries have also been paying more 
attention to the country again since 2022. The 
Patagonian province of Neuquén is home to the 
second largest shale gas reserves in the world.5 
In addition, the country has oil reserves and 

In times of an energy and food crisis triggered by the Russian 
war of aggression against Ukraine, the countries of the  
European Union are among those increasingly looking to 
Argentina again. The South American G20 country is the  
third largest economy in Latin America and holds enormous 
potential, especially in the areas of energy and food  
production.1 Yet Argentina has long been courted intensely by 
the major powers China and Russia due to its wealth of  
resources and its strategic location as a gateway to the  
Antarctic. How is the country positioning itself within the  
new power structure, and what are the interests and needs  
that shape Argentina’s foreign policy?
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production even further.11 Besides wheat, large 
quantities of beef, milk, soy, cane sugar, wine, 
barley, grapes and citrus fruits are produced, 
but export restrictions are slowing down the 
increase in food production.

There are other areas that are attracting the 
attention of global players, too. Argentina’s large 
number of “unicorns”12 reflects the innova­
tive capacity of the country’s start-up economy. 
Argentina is of geopolitical interest because of 
its strategic location as a gateway to the Antarc­
tic. Some 70 per cent of the planet’s freshwater 
reserves are concentrated in the continent’s 
ice. The Antarctic also has a key role to play in 
terms of climate and environmental protection: 
krill in particular binds greenhouse gases from 
the atmosphere and is also the food basis for 
numerous species. In addition, the Antarctic 
has a rich diversity of resources – mainly miner­
als. The melting ice masses make mining more 
realistic, thereby awakening increased interest 
in the region.

Interests and Needs as a Driving Force 
in Argentina’s Foreign Policy

Since Russia’s attack on Ukraine, Europe has in- 
creasingly been calling for democratic emerg­
ing countries to position themselves clearly 
within the systemic conflict. Although the war 
is being closely observed in Buenos Aires, some 
12,800  kilometres away from Kyiv, and the 
impact of the conflict on energy and food prices 
is further fuelling galloping inflation, the govern­
ment is avoiding interpreting the war as taking 
place against the backdrop of a deeper systemic 
conflict between democracy and authoritarian­
ism in which every country has to take a stand.

There are several reasons why Argentina is not 
taking sides and does not share the Western 
interpretation:

•	 The government primarily cites the principle 
of non-interference as justification for not 
taking a clear position on the war in Ukraine. 
It is questionable, however, whether this jus­
tification stands up to deeper analysis: with 

ideal conditions for the production of renew­
able energies, with strong and constant winds 
in the south and numerous hours of sunshine, 
especially in the north. Large areas of land are 
as yet unused, while freshwater resources are 
sustainably available in Patagonia. The country 
thus holds enormous potential for the produc­
tion of green hydrogen.6 The third largest lith­
ium reserves in the world are to be found in the 
northwest, and Argentina is already the fourth 
largest producer of the much-coveted “white 
gold”.7 It also has deposits of lead, zinc, tin, cop­
per, iron ore and manganese.8

When it comes to Argentina’s 
contribution to solving  
Europe’s energy bottlenecks, 
there is a huge gulf between 
aspiration and reality.

Considered a moderate Peronist but now sev­
erely tarnished by the failure of his govern­
ment, President Alberto Fernández highlighted 
the excellent conditions his country offers 
for energy production on his trip to Europe in 
May and June 2022. Argentina will not be able 
to contribute to solving the European energy 
bottlenecks in the short to medium term, how­
ever: there is a huge gulf between aspiration and 
reality here. The country is still a net importer 
of energy and there is a lack of infrastructure 
to produce and, in particular, transport gas in 
larger quantities in Patagonia.9 Nevertheless, 
there are now opportunities for foreign compa­
nies to secure market shares in the promising 
hydrogen economy.

The most important source of foreign exchange 
earnings is currently agriculture. With a popu­
lation of 46 million people, it is estimated that 
the country is capable of producing food for 
ten times that number, thereby contributing to 
global food security.10 Argentina was already 
the world’s seventh largest wheat exporter 
in 2021 and has the capacity to increase 
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•	 While the United States has traditionally  
exerted a powerful influence in Latin Amer­
ica, it has latterly left the field to other powers, 
not least as a result of the Obama adminis­
tration’s 2011 announcement of its “pivot to 
Asia”. The vacuum this left was eagerly filled 
by China and Russia.14 President Cristina 
Fernández de Kirchner, a left-wing Peronist 
who was openly critical of the United States, 
was in power in Argentina during this period. 
She was happy to take advantage of the US 
change of course and of concrete offers 
extended by Russia and China as an opportu­
nity to distance herself from the United States 

its war of aggression against Ukraine, Rus­
sia is clearly violating the basic principles 
of non-interference and the right of states 
to self-determination, which, in Argentina, 
are respected as a precious asset. There is 
a deeply rooted aversion to interference in 
internal affairs  – not least due to the coun­
try’s colonial past and US interference in the 
affairs of Latin American states, especially in 
the 20th century. Moreover, already during 
the Cold War, Argentina was a member of 
the group of non-aligned states from 1973 to 
1991, deliberately avoiding taking sides in the 
confrontation between the major powers.13

Mourning and anger: In August 2021, people in Buenos Aires commemorated those who had died from COVID-19 
with painted stones, thus also protesting against the government’s pandemic management. However, there was 
also disappointment about Europe due to its slow delivery of vaccines. Photo: © Manuel Cortina, ZUMA Press, 
picture alliance.
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government. From 2015 to 2019, the govern­
ment of the liberal-conservative Mauricio Macri 
called for the “reintegration of Argentina in 
the world” with strong ties to the West without 
neglecting relations with China and Russia.17 
Under the government of Alberto Fernández, 
Argentina maintains close relations with the left-
wing political forces in Latin America. Together 
with Mexican President Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador, Fernández is setting the tone in the 
Puebla Group established in 2019. The govern­
ment’s ideological positioning and the resulting 
proximity to other left-wing governments influ­
ences the foreign policy pursued by Argentina, 
also giving rise to discrepancies. This is reflected 
in its voting behaviour in international organisa­
tions, for example: in the United Nations Gen­
eral Assembly, Argentina voted to condemn 
Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine, but 
in a vote held by the Organization of Ameri­
can States (OAS) to reject the Russian invasion, 
Argentina abstained.18 And although the pro­
tection of human rights is a guiding principle in 
Argentina’s foreign policy, Argentina abstained 
from voting in the UN Human Rights Council 
on a discussion of the report issued by the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights about the situ­
ation in Xinjiang.

Argentina is Germany’s  
third most important trading 
partner in Latin America.

Argentina’s positioning has been the subject of 
intense debate in foreign policy circles, espe­
cially since the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the 
economic and structural constraints to which 
it is subject, Argentina is regarded as a country 
with limited autonomy on the periphery that 
cannot afford to adopt an unambiguous stance 
in the increasingly clear bipolar confrontation 
between the United States and China.19 Within 
this debate, a country’s scope for action in for­
eign policy is seen as being dependent on its 
political power and its actual potential to exert 
influence within regional and international 

in her rhetoric, expanding South-South coop­
eration and partnerships with other left-wing 
governments.

•	 As a result of immigration, Argentina is one 
of the most Europeanised countries in Latin 
America, and Europe continues to be a dream 
destination for many emigrants. However, 
European countries have increasingly shifted 
their gaze away from Latin America in recent 
decades, too. People have felt abandoned 
on the Río de la Plata, especially in times of 
need. This was particularly evident at the 
height of the COVID-19 pandemic, which hit 
Latin America extremely hard. Deliveries of 
vaccines from Europe through the COVAX 
initiative were slow and insufficient. As a 
result, mainly Russian and Chinese vaccines 
were used at the start of the vaccination cam­
paign. Europe criticised the “vaccination 
diplomacy” of China and Russia15 – but this 
criticism was perceived in Argentina as a sign 
of arrogance and cynicism. Bonds of trust 
with Europe suffered severely, while there is 
an ongoing sense of gratitude towards Russia 
and China.

•	 Due to the difficult economic situation, 
Argentina is heavily dependent on foreign 
investment and loans, hence it cannot always 
choose its partners freely. European com­
panies complain about the erratic nature 
of the country’s policy and the lack of legal 
certainty. Both the EU and individual EU 
states attach conditions to cooperation, espe­
cially with regard to maintaining environ­
mental standards. For this reason, they are 
perceived as difficult partners.

•	 Europe attempts to cite the narrative of a 
partnership of values.16 This goes down well 
among the pro-European population, but it is 
being met with increasing scepticism by pol­
iticians, since the concrete offers made are 
perceived as insufficient and the nature of 
cooperative relations is felt to be patronising.

Argentina’s foreign policy is of course influenced 
by the ideological orientation of the respective 
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China

In February 2022, Argentina joined the “new 
Silk Road” (Belt and Road Initiative) – the cul­
mination of years of economic and political rap­
prochement with China. Argentina is important 
to China as a supplier of raw materials and food, 
whereas the deeply indebted South American 
country particularly needs investment in infra­
structure projects. Under the Belt and Road Ini­
tiative alone, projects worth a total of 23.7 billion 
US dollars are to be implemented in Argentina in 
two phases in the areas of energy, water and sani­
tation infrastructure, and transport.24 The agree­
ments also include a currency swap deal between 
the Argentine peso and the yuan, with the aim 
of simplifying trade so as to benefit Argentina 
in view of its ongoing foreign currency shortage. 
Chinese companies are investing very heav­
ily in the mining sector, including lithium and 
copper. Argentina’s economic dependence on 
China is enormous. The Argentine government 
is also considering the purchase of Sino-Pakistani 
fighter jets.25 The possibilities open to it for pur­
chasing Western weapons systems are limited 
due to the British arms embargo in force since 
the Falklands/Malvinas War. Beijing is trying to 
maintain good political relations, too. Members 
of parliament, senators, mayors and even young 
politicians are regularly invited on luxurious trips 
to the “Middle Kingdom”. China favours Argenti­
na’s accession to the BRICS alliance and is court­
ing the country intensely.

Nonetheless, there is growing criticism among 
politicians and the population. The Chinese space 
agency operates a space station in the Argen­
tine province of Neuquén. Exclusive use of this 
vast Patagonian site was promised to China by 
the government of Cristina Fernández de Kirch­
ner (2007 to 2015) for 50 years, and Argentine 
authorities are denied access. The Macri govern­
ment renegotiated the exclusively civilian use of 
the station in 2016, but control mechanisms are 
lacking.26 After the national government rejected 
Chinese participation in an expansion of the port 
in Ushuaia in Tierra del Fuego on the grounds of 
preserving national sovereignty over critical infra­
structure, the governor of the province signed an 

structures.20 The sense is that Argentina must 
not fall into the trap of a 2.0 version of the Cold 
War.21

International Relations and Cooperation

Argentina is Germany’s third most important 
trading partner in Latin America after Brazil and 
Mexico.22 The main buyer of Argentine exports 
is Brazil, followed by China and the United 
States. Argentina’s main supplier country is 
China, closely followed by Brazil and well ahead 
of the United States.23 In the following, selected 
aspects of Argentina’s cooperation with individ­
ual countries and alliances will be examined.

There is growing criticism 
among Argentine politicians 
and the population about the 
Chinese engagement.

Mercosur

Politically, Mercosur, the economic alliance 
founded in 1991 by Argentina, Brazil, Uru­
guay and Paraguay, seemed to awaken from a 
long period of lethargy when negotiations on 
the Association Agreement with the EU were  
concluded in 2019. Yet some actors are not par­
ticularly hopeful about the pending ratification. 
Uruguay, for example, is bilaterally negotiating 
a free trade agreement with China  – much to 
the displeasure of the other Mercosur countries, 
which see the already fragile alliance as being in 
jeopardy. Yet Uruguay’s attitude not only testi- 
fies to disparities and a lack of consultation 
within Mercosur; it also reflects frustration at 
the blockade mentality of the European part­
ners. Ties with Brazil are particularly important 
for Argentina in economic terms, but political 
relations were icy between the governments  
of Jair Bolsonaro and Alberto Fernández. Argen­
tina is now hoping for a significant improve­
ment in this area under the Lula government, 
also with a view to giving Mercosur a fresh 
boost.
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Visit to Moscow: In early February 2022, Argentine President Alberto Fernández met his Russian counterpart 
Vladimir Putin. When Russia invaded Ukraine shortly afterwards, Argentina condemned the act in the UN  
General Assembly – but was hesitant to unambiguously oppose Moscow in other organisations. Photo: © Sergei 
Karpukhin, dpa/TASS, picture alliance.

agreement with the Chinese state-owned enter­
prise China Shaanxi Coal and Chemical Industry 
Group in December 2022 on the construction of 
a port in the municipality of Río Grande. Critics 
fear that China is seeking at all costs to build a 
port that it can use as a gateway to the Antarc­
tic.27 What is more, the coast guard expects this 
will further encourage illegal Chinese fishing with 
trawl nets in Argentine waters.

Russia

Exactly three weeks before the Russian attack 
on Ukraine, the Argentine president stressed, 
during a state visit to Moscow, that Argentina 
wished to act as a gateway to Latin America for 
Russia. He also said his country would be eter­
nally grateful to Russia for supplying COVID-19 
vaccines.28 Cristina Fernández de Kirchner’s 
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the space sector, biotechnology, medicine and 
the agricultural sector, and there is a bina­
tional working group on energy issues.31 At the 
regional level, cooperation takes place through 
the OAS.

Germany

Economic relations between Argentina and Ger­
many are close. Germany sources raw materials 
and food from Argentina and is the largest buyer 
of Argentine beef within the EU. The two coun­
tries have close cultural ties, too, not least due 
to the approximately one million Argentines 
with German roots. Germany is a recognised 
partner in scientific cooperation.32 As a result 
of the “BMZ 2030” reform of 2020, Argen­
tina has ceased to be a partner country of Ger­
man bilateral development cooperation, but 
an energy dialogue is being conducted via the 
German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 
and Climate Action (BMWK) to develop a green 
hydrogen economy.33 Politically, Argentina has 
received much attention on account of visits to 
the country by top German politicians: in recent 
months alone, in addition to German parlia­
mentarians, these have included trips by Federal 
Chancellor Olaf Scholz, the First Mayor of Ham­
burg Peter Tschentscher with a business dele­
gation, BMWK Parliamentary State Secretary 
Franziska Brantner on two occasions, Minister 
of State Tobias Lindner and State Secretary Jen­
nifer Morgan of the Federal Foreign Office, and 
Parliamentary State Secretary Jens Branden­
burg of the Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research.

European Union

The EU works with Argentina at various levels 
on issues such as climate and environmental 
protection, social cohesion and development, 
gender equality, science, security, the econ­
omy and human rights.34 Cultural proximity to 
Argentina is probably greater than to any other 
Latin American country due to its migratory 
past, and for a long time Europe enjoyed an 
excellent reputation. The EU’s attitude during 
the COVID-19 pandemic led to a massive loss of 

government had already negotiated a coopera­
tion agreement with Russia in 2015 in the areas 
of energy, the chemical industry, banking and 
the expansion of the rail network. In Decem­
ber 2021, the Argentine and Russian defence 
ministers signed a military cooperation agree­
ment which, among other things, provides for 
the training of Argentine military personnel in 
Russia.29

The Argentine government is also allowing 
Russia to disseminate propaganda and misin­
formation at the taxpayer’s expense: since Cris­
tina Fernández de Kirchner’s last presidency, 
the television channel RT – previously known 
as Russia Today  – can be received through­
out Argentina via digital public television. The 
Macri government triggered a diplomatic crisis 
with Russia when it tried to stop the broadcast. 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov threat­
ened to withdraw funding for the construction 
of a dam being provided by the State Corpora­
tion Bank. The then President Mauricio Macri 
abandoned his plans in response to this pres­
sure.30

Anti-Americanism is  
widespread among the  
Argentine population.

Little has been reported publicly about Rus­
sian-Argentine relations since the beginning of 
the war. The fact that Argentina has not joined 
the sanctions against Russia and its contradic­
tory voting behaviour in international organ­
isations suggest the country does not want to 
jeopardise relations with Russia.

United States

Anti-Americanism is widespread among the 
Argentine population. The United States is 
equated with the International Monetary 
Fund, an object of hatred among broad sec­
tions of the population. Bilateral cooperation 
involves projects on scientific cooperation in 
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In order to be able to cooperate even more 
closely in the future, it will be crucial not merely 
to make differences in perspective more visible 
through greater political dialogue but also to 
take these differences seriously. The expecta­
tions of Germany and the EU on the one hand 
and Argentina on the other are not always 
identical. European companies need planning 
reliability and legal certainty to invest, but 
Argentina is in need of investments right away 
to overcome its enormous economic and social 
problems. Introducing and maintaining envi­
ronmental standards is indispensable when it 
comes to climate protection, but from the point 
of view of the Argentine actors there are even 
more urgent problems for which the country 
requires support in solving. 

Having proclaimed a Zeitenwende or “watershed 
moment”, Europe and Germany are looking for 
democratic allies, criticising the fact that large 
emerging countries are dependent on author­
itarian world powers. Yet the interdependen­
cies with China on the European side are no 
less pronounced – as demonstrated by Chinese 
involvement in the port of Hamburg. European 
states – especially Germany – also used to main­
tain close economic relations with Russia until 
the start of the Russian war of aggression on 
Ukraine. For Argentina, building economic and 
political relations with other powers besides the 
United States and Europe is part of diversifying 
its economic and political relations. China and 
Russia are making concrete offers without set­
ting such rigorous conditions as the EU. Ger­
many recommends that Argentina should focus 
on expanding renewable energies rather than 
on fracking gas, while at the same time looking 
for new suppliers of fossil fuels in non-dem­
ocratic states. In the Argentine perception, 
Europe appears patronising and applies double 
standards: it seems to demand a lot while deliv­
ering very little.

If Europe does not wish to leave the field to 
powers like China and Russia, it must rethink 
the instruments it uses for cooperation. While 
the EU as a decentralised actor cannot match 
the economic power and joined-up cooperation 

trust, however. Relations are currently focused 
on the ratification of the Association Agreement 
between the EU and Mercosur, but Argentina 
is sceptical about the attitude of countries such 
as France and Poland, which are not prepared 
to open their markets to imports of agricultural 
products. 

At the political level in particular, people com­
plain that double standards are being applied. 
On the one hand, the negotiated market open­
ing does not seem to be enforceable with all 
EU states; on the other hand, the EU is calling 
for the negotiation of additional protocols on 
aspects such as the setting of environmental 
standards, which, in Europe’s view, should have 
the same status as the text of the treaty already 
negotiated. The Mercosur states fear a reopen­
ing of treaty negotiations through the back door. 
Moreover, not everyone is happy about the fact 
that Argentina’s shift back into the EU’s political 
focus is only due to EU countries having to com­
pensate for the loss of energy and raw material 
supplies caused by the war.

In the Argentine perception, 
Europe appears patronising 
and applies double standards: 
it seems to demand a lot while 
delivering very little.

Appeal for an Honest Partnership between 
Germany, the EU and Argentina

In view of its political instability as well as a 
lack of planning reliability and legal certainty, 
Argentina is not an easy partner. Yet the EU and 
Germany have made mistakes in recent years, 
too. Given the deep cultural ties and Argenti­
na’s strategic and economic potential, however, 
more in-depth cooperation is worthwhile for 
both sides. The pandemic and the war in Europe 
have thrown a bright spotlight on differing views 
of world events, although these differences were 
formed over a much longer period of time.
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in all areas that China exemplifies, European 
countries hold soft power that should not be 
underestimated. Argentines want to live like 
Europeans: they do not seek to emulate the one-
party state of China. In many fields of cooper­
ation – especially in the area of science, e. g. in 
Antarctic research  – European actors enjoy a 
very good reputation and are not seen as merely 
pursuing their own agenda to the same extent 
as other players are. Areas such as renewable 
energies, the development of a green hydrogen 
economy and scientific cooperation are attrac­
tive fields for expanding honest cooperation 
on an equal footing. In order to be able to par­
ticipate on a sustainable basis, instruments of 
state cooperation should be more closely inter­
linked with economic activities. If Europe is 
genuinely interested in deepening cooperation, 
concrete projects must be developed. Based on 
an integrated approach involving the European 
private sector and instruments of financial and 
technical cooperation, conceivable options here 
include direct investments and loans for the 
expansion of Argentina’s gas export infrastruc­
ture and purchase guarantees for Argentine gas 
as a “bridge fuel” for the energy transition, on 
condition that the profits are partly reinvested 
in the green hydrogen sector as a technology for 
the future, backed up by technical cooperation 
programmes. If the EU wants to demonstrate 
that its rediscovered interest in Latin Amer­
ica is serious, it can best do so by ratifying the 
Association Agreement with Mercosur with­
out driving the Latin American partners into a 
corner by negotiating the additional protocols 
too rigorously. Europe is well advised to seize 
this opportunity: after all, the development of 
renewable energy sources and the protection of 
the Antarctic are issues that will determine the 
future of our planet.

– translated from German –

Susanne Käss is Head of the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung’s Argentina office, based in Buenos Aires.
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world’s energy-related emissions. It is true that 
South Africa’s CO2 emissions have seen a rapid 
increase, but Sub-Saharan Africa still has the 
lowest per capita emissions rate in the world.1

Industrialised Nations and Emerging  
Countries Are in the Same Boat

These countries are not the main contributors 
to global CO2 emissions. While China, by far 
the largest emitter, has a share of almost 31 per 
cent (2021) of annual global CO2 emissions, the 
United States is in second place with just under 
13 per cent. They are followed by India (about 
7 per cent), Russia (4.7 per cent) and Japan (just 
under 3 per cent). In a global comparison, Ger­
many is in seventh place at just under 2 per cent. 
Saudi Arabia, Indonesia and South Korea are 
also in the top ten.2

If we look at energy-related global CO2 emis­
sions per capita (2021), this alters the ranking in 
that Qatar, with 35 tonnes of CO2 per capita, the 
United Arab Emirates (just under 22 tonnes), 
Saudi Arabia (just under 19) and Australia (15) 
are at the top of the list. Seen from this perspec­
tive, the figure for the United States, at just under 
15 tonnes, is significantly higher than for China 
(around 8 tonnes) and India in particular (just 
under 2 tonnes). Germany is in the middle of 
the pack along with the Netherlands at around 
8 tonnes per capita, followed by Malaysia (also 
just under 8 tonnes), Norway and South Africa 
(both 7).3 While per capita emissions in the indus­
trialised countries are declining, they are growing 
rapidly in the emerging countries and in China.

International climate policy is focused on the 
target of doing everything possible to limit 
global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius above the 
pre-industrial era. The aim is to achieve climate 
neutrality by the middle of the century. Accord­
ing to the current findings of the Intergovern­
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), this 
target can only still be met by means of a mas­
sive reduction in global greenhouse gas emis­
sions. The 1.5-degree target was reaffirmed at 
the UN Climate Change Conference in Sharm 
El-Sheikh. Nonetheless, there is a considerable 
gap between this declaration of intent and the 
decarbonisation pathways being pursued by the 
parties to the Paris Agreement. The voluntary 
commitments announced to date by the various 
countries – the so-called Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) – are far from sufficient. 
Indeed, global average temperatures have al- 
ready risen by approximately 1.1 degrees Celsius 
compared to pre-industrial times.

The consequences of climate change are already 
visible, and it is the developing countries that 
are particularly affected. The frequency and 
intensity of extreme weather events have 
increased significantly in recent years – and the 
poorest of the poor are doubly punished. They 
lack the capacity and resources to guard against 
this. At the same time, they bear virtually no 
responsibility for anthropogenic climate change. 
This concerns Africa in particular, where the 
vast majority of the 46 least developed countries 
(LDCs) are located. Accounting for about one 
fifth of the world’s population, the continent is 
responsible for less than three per cent of the 

Combining climate protection with economic progress is key if 
we want to revitalise our cooperation with developing and 
emerging countries. Sustainability can provide an added value 
in this context, if and when it makes concrete contributions to 
partner countries’ development. In view of current geopolitical 
developments and given their own ambivalent climate policies, 
Germany and the EU must shape these partnerships in a 
pragmatic, flexible and strategic way.
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Yet China is by no means an isolated case. In 
India, too, the main share of emissions in the 
energy sector comes from coal-fired power gen­
eration, followed by industry (steel and cement) 
and the transport sector. In 2022, coal-related 
carbon emissions increased by about six per 
cent compared with the previous year. Although 
CO2 emissions are only at about one third of the 
EU’s per capita figure, the country’s projected 
population and economic growth will cause a 
further increase in energy consumption.

Most recently, it has been the 
non-OECD countries that have 
been responsible for the rapid 
growth in coal consumption.

A similar growth dynamic is evident in Indo­
nesia, with experts predicting it will become 
the fourth largest economy by 2050. Its global 
CO2 emissions are still far below those of India, 
with a share of around 1.7 per cent, but here 
again, the largest share of emissions comes from 
coal combustion. At the same time, based on a 
regional comparison, Indonesia has the high­
est share of coal in its electricity production 
(around 80 per cent).

These developments are in line with the assess­
ment by experts that in recent decades, it has 
been the non-OECD countries – above all China 
and India  – that have been responsible for the 
rapid growth in coal consumption.5 By contrast, 
the growth curve in the industrialised countries 
has continued to flatten, even though in 2021 
the United States still ranked third in the world 
with around 10 exajoules of installed coal capaci- 
ty. This ranking was led by China with some 86 
exajoules. India comes next with around 20 exa­
joules, followed by Japan (4 exajoules), and then 
South Africa, Russia and Indonesia (all around 3).6 
Fatih Birol, Executive Director of the International 
Energy Agency (IEA), warns that the “historically 
high level of coal power generation is a worrying 
sign of how far off track the world is in its efforts 
to put emissions into decline towards net zero.”7

Both sets of figures clearly show that the decline 
in global CO2 emissions required to meet the 
Paris climate targets can only be achieved by 
means of joint action. The main responsibility 
for CO2 emissions lies with the Western indus­
trialised countries, but the emerging markets 
are catching up. If we look at the climate foot­
print of the G20 – a forum that brings together 
industrialised countries and the economically 
strongest emerging economies – it is clear that 
efforts must include this group of nations, too. 

The elephant in the room is China: despite its 
extremely high CO2 figures, Beijing insists on 
continuing to be treated as a developing country 
in international climate negotiations. This clas­
sification is based on the UN Framework Con­
vention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) adopted 
in 1992 and the principle enshrined therein 
of “common but differentiated responsibility”, 
according to which – in line with the “polluter 
pays” principle  – the industrialised countries 
are required to make the largest contribution to 
combating climate change, while the developing 
countries receive financial support. In sticking to 
its classification as a developing country, Beijing 
thus sees the United States and the other West­
ern industrialised nations as having to bear the 
greatest burden. This position no longer appears 
to be in keeping with the times, however. Since 
its accession to the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) in 2001, China has increased its CO2 
emissions enormously and is now second only to 
the United States in terms of historically accumu­
lated emissions (1875 to the present).

Renaissance of Coal – Fuel for Global Growth

China’s large carbon footprint is due to the fossil 
fuels in the country’s energy mix and its enor­
mously high level of consumption. In the elec­
tricity sector, coal dominates at about 60 per 
cent. According to data published by the Global 
Energy Monitor, the country is adding new coal-
fired power capacity every year. Last year alone, 
it approved a total capacity of 106 gigawatts, 
which is equivalent to about 100 large coal-fired 
power plants.4 Today, China is responsible for 
more than half of global coal consumption.
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Climate Action and the Russian War 
of Aggression – Setback or Reset?

In the wake of Russia’s war of aggression against 
Ukraine, global coal consumption has not only 
continued unabated. While it was previously 
fuelled by the non-OECD countries, consump­
tion in the EU and its member states likewise 
increased in the course of 2022. Driven by 
concerns about security of supply due to the 
war-related energy crisis, Germany in particu­
lar increasingly put old coal-fired power plants 
back into operation. Even though, according 
to the 2022 World Energy Report, this did not 
result in a further increase in CO2 emissions 
in the EU, emerging countries  – above all the 
BRICS states – saw this as evidence of alleged 

Two sides of the same coin: While China has the largest installed solar and wind energy capacity worldwide,  
it is also the world’s number one emitter of carbon dioxide. Photo: © CFOTO, NurPhoto, picture alliance.

“double standards” and issued a joint statement 
at the UN Climate Change Conference in Egypt 
denouncing the Europeans’ actions.8 Germany 
in particular was criticised for sharply increas­
ing its coal imports from South Africa while at 
the same time never tiring of invoking the global 
coal phase-out.

But the IEA also sees the war as a turning point 
and does not regard the short-term growth in 
European coal consumption as working against 
the target of climate neutrality in the long 
term.9 On the one hand, coal consumption in 
the EU has been in decline for decades and is 
to be made entirely unprofitable by the gradual 
expiry of CO2 certificates under the reformed 
Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS). Moreover, 
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India and the other main emitters to switch to 
climate-neutral energy sources. More than 130 
countries have committed to the goal of climate 
neutrality and must now back up this commit­
ment by pursuing decarbonisation pathways. 
The so-called global stocktake is on the agenda 
of the forthcoming UN Climate Conference in 
Dubai (COP28): here, the shortcomings of the 
NDCs are to be addressed in order to remain 
within reach of the 1.5-degree target. But the 
path to climate neutrality in the high-emission 
emerging economies often has longer dead­
lines: while China and Indonesia are looking to 
achieve climate neutrality by 2060, India is giv­
ing itself time until 2070. What they all have in 
common is that the expansion of renewables is 
a key factor.

Fossilisation, Decarbonisation, Polarisation?

The war in Ukraine has thus had a twofold 
impact. On the one hand, global CO2 emis­
sions are on the increase due to the worldwide 

“renaissance of coal” – and it is not only many 
of the emerging countries that are holding on to 
coal for the time being due to the impondera­
bles of the energy supply situation. On the other 
hand, the war is fuelling the global expansion of 
renewables, thereby making wind and sun even 
more profitable. So the pendulum is swinging 
in the other direction, too: financial commit­
ments for renewables reached 499 billion US 
dollars in 2022 – approximately 69 billion more 
than in the previous year.17 Investments are un- 
evenly distributed, however: China continues 
to account for the bulk of this development, 
although in East Asia, Vietnam has recently 
been conspicuous, too. Apart from the other 
usual suspects such as the United States, the 
EU and other industrialised countries, particu­
larly high figures are also to be found in India, 
Chile and Brazil.18 It is striking in this connec­
tion that Sub-Saharan Africa is falling behind – 
despite pioneers such as Kenya, whose share 
of renewable electricity production today com­
prises around 90 per cent of the total electricity 
mix, and South Africa, the investment magnet 
in southern Africa. Africa’s LDCs in particu­
lar are being given a wide berth: an average of 

since the war of aggression started, Brussels 
has been expanding its incentive schemes to 
drive the expansion of renewables: just as coal 
consumption in Europe reached an all-time high, 
the share of renewables in the electricity supply 
increased as well. New peak levels were already 
reached last year throughout the EU.10

While China and Indonesia 
aim to be carbon neutral by 
2060, India is giving itself  
time until 2070.

Experts expect a run on renewables worldwide, 
too. By 2027, newly installed renewable elec­
tricity capacity is expected to increase by almost 
2,400 gigawatts, with global coal consumption 
expected to plateau by 2025.11 China is regarded 
as holding the greatest leverage when it comes to 
reversing the trend. For years, the government in 
Beijing has been expanding its capacities in the 
field of renewables and is the undisputed world 
leader in terms of total installed solar and wind 
capacity. The country also dominates the market 
for renewable electricity production plants and 
in many cases holds a monopoly position when 
it comes to the critical raw materials required for 
clean tech products.12

India is catching up in the expansion of renewa­
bles, too. By the end of 2022, the subcontinent 
had already reached fourth place with a total 
produced capacity (including hydropower) of 
163 gigawatts, behind China (1,161 gigawatts), 
the United States (352 gigawatts) and Brazil 
(175 gigawatts). Germany ranked fifth with 148 
gigawatts.13 The expansion of renewables in 
India is expected to double in the course of the 
next five years,14 an assumption that is borne 
out by announcements made by Prime Min­
ister Narendra Modi.15 Yet at the same time, 
experts complain that decarbonisation in the 
energy-intensive sectors is not yet economi­
cally viable because the overall conditions for 
investments in renewables are inadequate.16 At 
the same time, there is increasing pressure on 
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capture and storage (CCS) in connection with 
climate action. Germany and the Europe­
ans were disconcerted by designated COP28 
President Sultan Ahmed Al Jaber’s call for a 
phase-out of “fossil emissions” – as opposed to 
fossil energies. That wording is regarded by cli­
mate activists as a back door for the extended 
use of fossil energies, whose emissions 
would then be neutralised by CCS technolo- 
gies, which, however, are still hardly available in 
emerging countries. The German government 
advocated the setting of a binding expansion 
target for renewable energies, once again speak­
ing out in favour of the end of fossil fuels.23 

But since many developing countries are well 
aware of the new debate that has been sparked 
in Germany and Brussels, in which CC(U)S 
(carbon capture (utilisation) and storage) is 
being proposed as one element contributing 
to a climate-neutral and competitive industry, 
the Europeans’ demands seemed one-sided to 
them. This impression was reinforced by the 
G7’s rather vague commitment to accelerating 
the phase-out of “unabated fossil fuels” without 
setting out a concrete roadmap with interim tar­
gets up until 2050.24

Concerns about energy supply 
security have come to the fore 
since the start of Russia’s war 
of aggression.

This ambivalence plays into Beijing’s hands: it is 
in China’s interest to fuel mistrust of the Western 
industrialised countries in order to secure loy­
alty among the countries of the Global South. At 
the same time, China’s efforts are also falling on 
fertile ground since the industrialised countries 
are already struggling with a credibility prob­
lem now that their promise of climate financing 
worth 100  billion US dollars has been broken 
several times. In view of this, it is not surprising 
that India, for economic reasons, does not find it 
reprehensible to obtain cheap coal and oil from 
Russia despite Western sanctions on the latter.25

only 0.84 per cent of global investment went 
to these countries between 2013 and 2020.19 
This may also be due to the fact that they have 
other more pressing problems at present: there 
are currently around 590 million people in 
Sub-Saharan Africa who still have no access to 
electricity at all, for example.20 For this rea­
son, Francesco La Camera, Director-General 
of the International Renewable Energy Agency, 
is calling on governments and development 
partners to play a more active role in ensur­
ing a more equitable flow of finance that takes 
greater account of the differing contexts in the 
different countries.21

In developing countries, too, renewable energy 
and fossil fuels are frequently being developed 
at the same time. Green hydrogen is soon to be 
produced in Mauritania, an African desert state 
that ranks towards the bottom of the Human 
Development Index (HDI). Yet gas fields have 
been discovered there that are to be exploited 
for export, too. So it is fitting when, at the height 
of the energy crisis in Europe, Chancellor Olaf 
Scholz courted Senegal on his trip to Africa in 
an attempt to establish cooperation in the use 
of gas resources and his Minister of Economic 
Affairs enthused about prosperity through green 
value chains in Namibia while at the same time 
having LNG terminals built in Germany. Admit­
tedly, there need be no contradiction in the 
use of natural gas as a transition technology on 
the road to decarbonisation. Gas exports also 
provide developing countries with a source of 
revenue that can be channelled into their own 
development, and there are those that advo­
cate the use of this energy source to drive local 
industrialisation.22 Nonetheless, Germany’s 
manoeuvring reveals an ambivalence in its cli­
mate policy, underpinning the impression in 
many emerging and developing countries that 
the EU, and Germany in particular, are “preach­
ing water but drinking wine”.

It was not possible to overcome this reserva­
tion at this year’s Petersberg Climate Dialogue 
either. On the contrary: this line of conflict 
appears to be reinforced in the debate sur­
rounding the role of technologies for carbon 
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The aim is to “deliver quality, sustainable infra­
structure that makes a difference in people’s 
lives around the world, strengthens and diversi­
fies our supply chains”.28 At the same time, it is 
about accountable institutions, standards, clean 
tech and job creation. But it is still too early to 
say whether the PGII is the answer to the huge 
demand for investment and infrastructure in 
developing countries. Since the US-led G7 initi­
ative is dependent on the mobilisation of private 
capital, the first task in many countries will be to 
establish the necessary framework and capacity 
for bankable projects and to reduce capital costs. 
In order to stand up to China effectively, the 
announcement of the undertaking needs to be 
swiftly followed up by implementation.

The EU’s Global Gateway  
strategy is intended to offer 
alternatives to the Chinese 
model of cooperation for the 
countries of the Global South.

This also applies to the broad-based EU connec­
tivity strategy Global Gateway, which aims to 
mobilise up to 300 billion euros for investment 
between 2021 and 2027: with sustainability 
being elevated to a guiding principle here, too, 
and the primary goal being to help develop­
ing and emerging countries build the urgently 
needed transport, energy and digital infrastruc­
ture, this also seems to be about ensuring that the 
countries of the Global South are offered alterna­
tives to the Chinese model of cooperation.

Just Energy Transition Partnership (JETP)

Supported by a group of Western countries and 
the EU, the Just Energy Transition Partnership 
(JETP) likewise takes a values-based approach. 
Unlike PGII and Global Gateway, JETP focuses 
on the energy policy sector and strives for a 
just transition. The first partnership with South 
Africa was agreed on at the UN Climate Change 
Conference in Glasgow on the initiative of 

Climate neutrality remains the common goal of 
the international community, and there is grow­
ing pressure on the main emitters to do more 
about it. Nonetheless, concerns about energy 
supply security have come to the fore since the 
start of Russia’s war of aggression. In Germany 
in particular, the hitherto prevailing idealised 
image of a world of renewables is now becom­
ing broader – based on the realisation that, given 
international links and dependencies, more 
weight needs to be given to geopolitical consid­
erations in shaping climate action partnerships.

Sustainability and Values –  
Added Value or Hindrance?

Partnership for Global Infrastructure  
and Investment (PGII)

The Partnership for Global Infrastructure and 
Investment (PGII) initiated by the United States 
at the G7 Summit in June 2022 makes no secret 
of its political thrust. In connection with this ini­
tiative, which is essentially a 600-billion-dollar 
loan programme running until 2027 to finance 
infrastructure projects in developing countries 
in the areas of climate, global health, gender 
equality and connectivity, the White House 
made it clear that it is about a “values-driven, 
high-impact, and transparent infrastructure 
partnership” that will meet the enormous 
demand in middle-income and low-income 
countries.26 The partnership was launched in 
response to China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI), with which Beijing has been promoting 
infrastructure projects worldwide since 2013. 
While opinions differ as to whether China is 
deliberately lending to weak economies in order 
to drive them into dependency (“debt diplo­
macy”), it is undisputed that this instrument 
is an essential part of China’s foreign policy 
agenda and serves to expand its influence in the 
world.

In view of this, Washington has come to newly 
appreciate the value of cooperating with devel­
oping countries, especially in Africa.27 Sup­
ported by the G7 members and the EU, the 
partnership promises “game-changing deals”. 
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remains to be seen whether this will succeed in 
the other countries as well. A key success factor 
will certainly be social acceptance of the reform 
process. This is the case in South Africa, for 
example, where people’s dissatisfaction with the 
country’s inadequate electricity supply is a major 
driver of change. These kinds of endogenous 
factors can sometimes be crucial in determining 
whether fundamental reforms have the potential 
to succeed since they focus on the accountability 
of the country’s own decision-makers.

At the same time, decarbonisation in emerging 
economies depends on other factors such as a 
sufficient and affordable supply of the critical 
raw materials needed for clean tech: accord­
ing to World Bank forecasts, demand in this 
area – for example for lithium – is expected to 
increase exponentially by 2050 as global cli­
mate action progresses.32 Since the Russian 
war of aggression has made dependence on 
Chinese raw material supplies a political issue 
too, especially in the Western industrialised 
countries – approaches to diversifying raw mate­
rial supply chains can already be seen in the 
United States as part of the Inflation Reduction 
Act passed in August 2022 and in the EU in the 
form of the planned Net-Zero Industry Act – it 
is important to link this to a secure, clean and 
affordable supply of raw materials in the con­
text of climate partnerships such as the JETPs, 
too. For example, India is supposed to harbour 
significant amounts of Lithium. Nevertheless, 
further explorations will be required to ascertain 
the projects’ economic rentability. At the same 
time, there are open questions about environ­
mental risks, political stability and how large the 
reserves actually are.

Carbon Leakage and CBAM:  
Two Sides of the Same Coin

The EU and Germany regard one of the key 
issues in relation to global decarbonisation as 
being the phenomenon of carbon leakage, i. e. 
the outsourcing of production and the migra­
tion of companies to countries with lower cli­
mate standards that do not require emissions 
trading certificates, for example, in order to 

Germany, France, the United Kingdom and 
the EU. The primary goal is to help the country 
phase out coal. A socially compatible transi­
tion is an essential aspect of this partnership as 
almost 90 per cent of South Africa’s electricity 
comes from coal. The coal industry is a rele­
vant economic sector and a key employer in the 
country. For this reason, guidelines for change 
are to address specific issues such as job crea­
tion, with a focus on social groups in need.29

Consultation processes are to involve civil soci­
ety, academia and trade unions, but NGOs feel 
that this has not been successful in all areas.30 
The centrepiece of the partnership is the invest­
ment plan proposed by South Africa, which was 
officially adopted by the G7 countries at the UN 
Climate Change Conference in Egypt. Using 
various financing instruments and private capi­
tal, more than 8.5 billion US dollars are now to 
be mobilised (Germany is contributing 700 mil­
lion euros and has recently pledged another 320 
million). But since the country itself estimated 
the funding requirements for the transition to 
be many times higher, South Africa’s president 
called for more subsidies and low-cost loans 
rather than loans at market rates.31 Given the 
enormous financing needs in South Africa and 
indeed elsewhere in the Global South, too, it is 
equally evident that public funds alone will not 
be able to fix the problem.

A key success factor of  
decarbonisation will  
certainly be social  
acceptance.

Despite the criticism, the partnership initiative 
has already set a precedent for other countries: 
in addition to Indonesia, which adopted a JETP 
at the G20 Summit in Bali, there is also an agree­
ment with Vietnam. Although negotiations are 
still ongoing with India and Senegal, differences 
between the partnerships are already beginning 
to emerge. While in South Africa it was possible 
to tie in with existing decarbonisation plans, it 
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German Federal Chancellor Olaf Scholz visiting South African President Ramaphosa in Pretoria: Since the start of 
Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine, Germany has increased its coal imports from South Africa, while at the 
same time supporting its partner in its decarbonisation efforts. Photo: © Kim Ludbrook, epa, picture alliance.

take advantage of cost benefits. Potentially, this 
could not only result in an increase in global CO2 
emissions but also risks exacerbating interna­
tional competitive disadvantages for European 
business and industry in energy-intensive sec­
tors. For this reason, the Carbon Border Adjust­
ment Mechanism (CBAM) adopted in Brussels 
in December 2022 is designed to prevent the 
above-mentioned effects in the wake of rising 
CO2 prices.

Even though the mechanism initially only covers 
energy-intensive economic and industrial sec­
tors such as the steel industry, for instance, the 
CBAM was viewed critically by the emerging 
economies even at an early stage. The BRICS 
countries in particular have repeatedly expressed 
their rejection of the mechanism – most recently 
at the UN Climate Change Conference through 
the group of so-called Like-Minded Develop­
ing Countries (LMDC).33 India, whose metals 
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advance European emissions trading (EU ETS), 
and the ETS is essential for the EU to meet its 
climate targets. At present, the EU ETS covers 
about 40 per cent of total emissions in the EU. 
By 2030, emissions in the ETS sectors have to 
be reduced by 62 per cent compared with 2005. 
The mechanism is to be extended to cover build­
ings and transport by 2027 (ETS 2).39 In terms 
of the frequently invoked level playing field, the 
border adjustment mechanism appears indis­
pensable in the transition phase from an EU per­
spective, so trade conflicts with countries such 
as India are inevitable. 

Climate Club – An End to Divergence?

Not least in order to defuse these controversies, 
the German government proposed the establish­
ment of a Climate Club during the German G7 
presidency. This would involve “transforming 
industries jointly to accelerate decarbonisation” 
while at the same time “expanding markets 
for green industrial products”.40 Little action 
has been taken to date, however. Although 
the G7 statement on the Climate Club men­
tions “explicit carbon pricing, other mitigation 
approaches and carbon intensities”, it has little 
to say about the instruments and concrete objec­
tives – possibly also because the G7 countries 
have differing ideas on these issues.41 At the 
2022 UN Climate Change Conference, Chan­
cellor Scholz again made an attempt to promote 
the Climate Club, emphasising that it was open 
to emerging economies. While Kenya recently 
expressed its support for membership, persuad­
ing key emitters such as India and China to join 
will be crucial if the club is to be truly effective. 

The difficulty here is that as the club becomes 
more inclusive, it will become more heteroge­
neous due to the differing situations in the var­
ious countries, which in turn could make it more 
difficult to arrive at concrete agreements. While 
some experts advocate the creation of common 
product standards or rules for climate-neutral 
products rather than common CO2 pricing, oth­
ers see the greatest potential in the coordina­
tion of national climate measures. One point 
that is common to all the proposals is that the 

industry would be heavily affected by the mecha­
nism, warned that the decision could affect nego­
tiations on the free trade agreement with the 
EU.34 LMDC member Vietnam must now also 
do more to reduce its CO2 product share in future, 
and this is true to an even greater extent of China. 
Goods worth 626 billion euros were imported by 
the EU in 2022.35 Some experts point out that the 
impact of the CBAM will nevertheless be limited 
because only a fraction of Chinese exports fall 
within the relevant sectors.36 And they believe 
there will be positive opportunities, too: China 
has operated its own emissions trading system in 
the electricity sector since 2020 and is now plan­
ning to extend this to other sectors, for example. 
Here, pressure from the CBAM could speed up 
implementation.37

The Climate Club’s goals 
include “transforming 
industries jointly to accelerate 
decarbonisation”.

Emerging economies such as India have also 
increased the pace of reform in recent times, 
passing a law in 2022 to establish national emis­
sions trading, among other things. There is a 
catch, however: the systems are currently not 
very compatible with the EU emissions trading 
system. While in China the CO2 price per tonne is 
far below that in the EU and the difference in price 
is thus too high to derive any significant benefit 
for the global climate, the other projects are only 
just getting under way. The clash with India has 
recently intensified, with New Delhi now consid­
ering imposing retaliatory tariffs on EU imports as 
a potential response to the CBAM.38 It remains to 
be seen whether Brussels will succeed in smooth­
ing the waters. It is not least against this back­
ground that an EU-India Trade and Technology 
Council (TTC) was recently launched.

After a monitoring phase starting in October 
2023, the CBAM is due to officially enter into 
force in 2026. Border adjustment is an essen­
tial part of the Fit for 55 reform package to 
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However, China’s classification as a develop­
ing country no longer seems appropriate in 
this connection: a reassessment is urgently 
needed. Involving the country in a global 
climate alliance is a potential option here. 
At the same time, cooperation with India 
and the other emerging countries under the 
various climate cooperation models must 
be advanced, and agreements concluded 
swiftly.

2.	 In view of Russia’s war of aggression, both 
energy security and climate action have to 
be taken into account to a greater extent 
when establishing collaborative platforms, 
and these must also be linked to a secure, 
clean and affordable supply of raw materials. 
Given its own ambivalence with regard to 
climate policy, Germany must also allow its 
partners greater flexibility in the transition to 
a climate-neutral energy supply. Despite the 
expansion of renewables, coal remains a rel­
evant component of the electricity supply for 
the time being in many emerging countries 
and also currently acts as a kind of guarantee 
to guard against the energy policy uncertain­
ties caused by the Russian war of aggres­
sion; Germany should therefore weigh up its 
demands for a global coal phase-out more 
carefully, expand partnerships in the Global 
South and also be open to the responsible 
use of CCS technologies in those countries.

3.	 Value orientation and sustainability in the 
climate partnerships pursued by Germany, 
the EU and the G7 countries with develop­
ing and emerging countries can offer advan­
tages over the models offered by Beijing, but 
only as long as the partnerships promise the 
population of the partner country a concrete 
benefit that is geared towards their own eco­
nomic development – and are not perceived 
as an externally imposed condition, let alone 
an obstacle. Multi-stakeholder dialogues 
can help involve all relevant groups beyond 
the government elites, thereby including 
differing perspectives on the energy tran­
sition. As the underlying conditions for 
this kind of dialogue may be lacking in 

involvement of emerging economies is essen­
tial to the success of the undertaking in order 
to substantially reduce global CO2 emissions 
while at the same time avoiding competitive 
subsidising to promote clean tech, as well as 
protectionist measures – which would ultimately 
be detrimental to the global climate. Essen­
tially, the aim must be to take into account the 
needs on both sides  – industrialised nations 
and emerging economies – and to use incentive 
systems to encourage the adoption of climate 
standards and the development of CO2 pricing 
systems.42 

The idea of expanding the planned Climate Club 
to form a Global Climate Alliance and focussing 
on sectors such as steel and cement production 
in the initial phase is a step in the right direc­
tion. But whether or not cooperation can develop 
under such an alliance will depend on the extent 
to which the industrialised countries will be in a 
position (financially) to bear the costs of aligning 
climate standards in the Global South in times of 
multiple global crises and at the same time help­
ing to mobilise sufficient investment. Moreover, 
emerging economies would have to be willing to 
accept rigorous benchmarks and establish trans­
parent monitoring to advance decarbonisation in 
key sectors.

Given its own ambivalence 
with regard to climate policy, 
Germany must also allow its 
partners greater flexibility in 
the transition to a climate- 
neutral energy supply.

Conclusion

1.	 Cooperation with China on global climate 
action is and will remain essential in view 
of the country’s enormous carbon footprint. 
Despite international tensions, it is vital that 
options for climate policy cooperation con­
tinue to be explored on an ongoing basis. 
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