
 

 

 



 

 

Dear Reader,  

 

It is with great pleasure that we present to you the sixth installment of the Michigan Foreign Policy 

Review. This term, we had a record number of research-writing members, who have collectively 

produced outstanding contributions to the field of scholarship.  

 

In continuing the efforts of last semester, we expanded greatly the scope of our organization, featuring 

multiple speakers, activities, and events that sought to further engage not only our membership, but the 

larger University of Michigan community in foreign policy awareness and discussion.  

 

What has made our organization unique among political and policy-related groups on campus is our 

dedication to teaching fellow students the skills of research, writing, and editing that will enable them to 

succeed both in scholarship and in their future careers. Given the divisiveness and consternation of the 

political environment, our organization seeks to be a home for independent thought and apolitical 

cooperation, in an effort to produce future leaders in foreign policy and international affairs.  

 

Building on this, the founding motivation driving MFPC has been a commitment to enhancing the 

discourse on campus, by encouraging our members to make substantial arguments rooted in facts.  

 

Our members have done this. Over the past semester, our members have epitomized what discourse 

should look like in the public and academic spheres. Our policy discussions and simulations have given 

us great hope for the future, and we are incredibly proud of the hard work, determination, and the 

commitment that our members have steadfastly given to this organization.  

 

Sincerely,
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Introduction 

 

The objective of this paper is to study why the 

Kurdish independence movement has failed to reach its goal 

in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria since 2011. While historical 

Kurdistan stretches into all four of these modern Middle 

Eastern countries, each country’s Kurds have had their 

aspirations for a state take different paths due to differing 

internal and external reasons. Internally, we analyzed Kurdish 

divisions originating from political divides and differing 

aspirations. We also analyzed external reasons preventing the 

Kurds from achieving statehood, or maintaining long-

standing, strong autonomous regions unthreatened by state 

power. These reasons included strong-man policies of 

autocratic state leaders, historical state repression since 

decolonization by European powers, and 

corruption/authoritative practices by Kurdish leaders 

themselves. Each country presents its own unique obstacles 

to independence; through this research we have concluded 

that the establishment of an independent Kurdish state 

encompassing all of historical Kurdistan is nearly impossible, 

while multiple autonomous Kurdish regions is the most likely 

conclusion to the Kurdish quest for independence. 

 

Review of the Literature 
 

Internal Difficulties 

The Kurdish people are a fractured and divided 

group due to the fact that they tend to be geographically 

isolated over several Middle Eastern countries, and their 

languages and dialects vary (Gunter, 2004). The Kurds are 

sizeable minorities in each of the four countries in this case 

study: Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria. While they have all been 

engaged in fighting for their independence and against 

repression in all these countries, they have struggled to unify 

into one cohesive group. There are over twenty main Kurdish 

political parties spread across the four countries, and each 

differ in their goals and strategies (Hevian, 2013). Many 

leading scholars believe that the Kurds are their own greatest 

enemy due to large amounts of inter-party struggles between 

the different parties (O’Leary, 2018). A common explanation 

for the fractious nature of the Kurdish people and their 

different dialects, religions, and states is due to the historical 

domination by different ancient powers that drew their own 

borders in Kurdistan, with today’s countries possessing the 

latest borders separating the Kurdish people from being a 

cohesive national community (Hevian, 2013).  

 Even though there exists a multitude of different and 

isolated Kurdish political groups fighting for independence, 

they have not been able to unify and create a better case for 

their independence on the international scene. Unfortunately, 

even the military alliance of these groups would not be 

sufficient to gain independence – it is necessary for Kurdish 

political cooperation to accompany military cooperation to 

ensure the formation of a secure and unified Kurdish state, 

which does not seem likely (Gunes & Lowe, 2015).  

 However, there has been an effort to make the 

Kurdish movement a more cohesive international effort. The 

Kurdistan’s National Congress (KNK) was formed in 1999 by 

exiled Kurdish and Assyrian politicians, lawyers, and 

activists, who eventually made a coalition of organizations 

across Europe and Kurdistan to “promote and lobby for a 

peaceful political solution to the Kurdish question” (Hevian, 

2013). The KNK is one of a few international Kurdish groups, 

and it is one of the more prominent ones, with headquarters in 

Brussels and branches in several major European cities 

(Hevian, 2013). This political organization is significant, 

because in their attempts to bring together various Kurdish 

groups and their representatives, they raise awareness about 

various issues in Kurdistan, bringing publicity to a topic very 

few outside of the Middle East and Europe know about. The 

KNK’s 13th General Assembly was held in Brussels in May 

The Kurdish Independence Movement and its Relationship with Turkey, Iraq, 

Iran, and Syria 

Philip Rapoport, Connor Bradbury, and Joseph Emrick 

The goal of this study is to examine why the Kurdish ethnic group in the Middle East has struggled to reach its goal of 

independence in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria since 2011. We seek to create a thorough analysis of this question by examining 

internal and external struggles faced by the Kurds, as well as how the political/electoral and military/security relationships of 

each of the four countries with the Kurds have affected the independence movement. Our research shows that there are many 

different Kurdish political and militant groups in each of the four countries; this has hindered their independence movement, 

as each has a different set of ideologies and goals regarding statehood or autonomy. However, each of the four countries cite 

security concerns when dealing with violence involving the Kurds, with some groups, namely the PKK in Turkey, being 

labeled terrorist groups by actors even outside of the Middle East. Through this research we have concluded that while the 

status of the Kurds as a people and group varies in all four countries, the themes of internal and external conflict are common 

in the struggle as a whole, as the Kurds have been hindered by a lack of unity and a fierce opposition by the states in which 

they live. The research explains why it is unlikely that an independent Kurdistan will emerge, but that the Kurds still present 

Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria all with a serious challenge in how to deal with their efforts for independence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

2013, with many new Kurdish groups represented among over 

200 delegates from various Kurdish parties and organizations 

(Hevian, 2013). The 13th Assembly, attended by members of 

fifty different party organizations, four observer 

organizations, and eight guest organizations, declared many 

different points, attempting to legitimize the movement with 

formal declarations of national unity, calls of action to other 

countries and intergovernmental organizations, and the right 

of the Kurdish people to self-determination (“13th General 

Meeting of the Kurdistan National Congress,” 2013). While 

this is a step in the right direction for the Kurdish efforts, with 

new groups joining the efforts of the KNK to unify Kurdish 

groups and bring the Kurdish independence issue to the 

national stage, there are still many members of these 

individual organizations who are unwilling to compromise 

and cooperate with other Kurdish groups to realize their 

common interests.  

Most of the various parties have struggled to align 

their goals and methods. For example, a Syrian Kurdish party 

wants to create a communist Kurdish state with no 

government parties. The predominant Iraqi Kurdish party, the 

KDP, is working with Turkey to balance Shia power in Iraq 

and Iran, and two other parties have had serious financial, 

constitutional, and operational problems that have prolonged 

conflict in their regions, making it easy for their home-state 

governments to set them against each other (O’Leary, 2018). 

This trend of internal Kurdish conflict can be seen even 

amongst Kurdish groups within the same nation, most notably 

in the Kurdish Iraqi Civil War of the mid-1990s between the 

Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and the Kurdistan 

Democratic Party (KDP). 

 Significant infighting among various Kurdish parties 

in the Middle East arose as a result of ideological and political 

differences in parties. Turkish Kurdish leader Abdullah 

Ocalan’s imprisonment allowed for deviation from his rigid 

Marxist-Leninist separatist goals, amongst Kurdish parties. 

The Syrian PYD party formed with its stated objective being 

autonomy within Syria rather than separation. The PYD has 

governed over a million people in Syria with a “democratic 

confederalist” system, but it views the KDP in Iraq as a 

capitalist “caricature,” (Paasche, 2015). The PKK has fought 

with the KDP at times due to the differences in ideology. The 

internal struggles are not always violent, though. In 2017, 

Kurdish infighting was on display when the Kurds were very 

disunited about a referendum in Iraq considering Kurdish 

independence; the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan fought with 

the KDP about possible outcomes that would occur as a result 

of independence. The KRG in Iraq thereafter lost control of 

half of its territory, including two modern international 

airports: Irbil and Sulaymaniyah (Gunter, 2018). Even among 

the autonomous regions with relatively stable governments 

such as the KRG, infighting due to politics and ideology is a 

significant obstacle to Kurdish objectives. 

  

 

 

External Difficulties 

 In addition to the extensive internal difficulties faced 

by the Kurds, the governments of the four countries in which 

they are predominantly located have made strong efforts to 

further undermine the Kurdish fight for statehood. Kurds have 

been forcefully assimilated into many of the countries where 

they are sizeable minorities – state identity is defined by 

majority ethnic groups, who assert state-led attempts to ignore 

Kurdish nationalism and stifle revolts, which has further 

spurned the volatility of the Kurdish independence movement 

(Romano & Gurses, 2014). The rise of domineering Arab, 

Turkish, and Persian nationalisms in the countries of interest 

after World War I has coincided with and caused an increase 

in repressive assimilation practices against minorities like the 

Kurds, who have not been able to make significant strides in 

making their own state (Romano & Gurses, 2014). These two 

trends – a rise in repression and the lack of an emergence of a 

singular Kurdish movement – have caused the issue the Kurds 

find themselves in today. 

 The trend of state-directed repression is a policy 

promoted by leaders of all four Middle Eastern nations in 

discussion. Iraqi repression of Kurds culminated in the Anfal 

genocide of the late 1980s, with Kurdish deaths numbering 

from the tens of thousands to nearly two hundred thousand. 

Iraqi repression of Kurds under Saddam Hussein included the 

infamous use of mustard gas against Kurdish civilians in 

Halabja in 1988 (Romano & Gurses, 2014). Turkish 

repression of Kurdish cultural rights (ban on Kurdish 

language, writing, activism) led to the creation of a violent 

Kurdish terrorist group, the PKK (Gunter, 2004).  Iran, with 

its strong-handed authoritarian government founded during 

the Islamic Revolution in 1979, has been able to withstand 

Kurdish independence movements with targeted 

assassinations of Kurdish leaders (Ibid.). Yet, even this 

Iranian struggle against Kurds has led to violence in the form 

of terrorism, carried out by the PJAK since 2004. Syria, until 

the eruption of the 2011 civil war, led a decades-long 

repression of Kurdish cultural rights (bans on cultural centers, 

bookshops, etc.), and has since witnessed the eruption of an 

active Kurdish military movement attempting to gain 

independence in the Rojava region of northern Syria (Gunter, 

2004).  

 There is a consensus amongst literary scholars that, 

in addition to their infamous internal disunity, the Kurds 

missed their chance at creating their own sovereign nation 

during two famous global waves of state creation. Both of 

these modern waves of state creation occurred after World 

War II and resulted from decolonization and the end of multi-

ethnic states. The first was that of European governments 

decolonizing in Africa and Asia in the 1950’s and 1960’s, 

often after revolutionary conflicts (such as the conflicts seen 

in Algeria and Vietnam). The second came towards the end of 

the twentieth century, as multi-ethnic states and empires 

disintegrated, creating another wave of state creation. This 

was seen primarily in the breakup of the Soviet Union (which 

saw the creation of fifteen new states), and the breakup of 



 

 

 

Yugoslavia into new ethnically and religiously states. The 

decolonization that occurred following World War II failed to 

produce a Kurdish state amongst the newly independent 

Middle Eastern nations, and there has been little hope of a 

breakup of currently existing Middle Eastern states along 

ethnic lines. Kurdish hopes that Iraq would split amongst its 

ethnically and religiously diverse lines have failed to 

materialize, and even the conflict in Syria has failed to 

produce a strong and independent Kurdish state. Michael 

Gunter (2004), a leading scholar on the Kurdish topic, 

believes that the historical window for the creation of a 

singular Kurdish state encompassing Kurdish minorities from 

Iraq, Iran, Syria, and Turkey has passed. 

 There has been some success in the Kurdish efforts 

to counter external difficulties placed on them by the four 

countries. In Iraq, Kurds have what is basically their own 

autonomous region in the north and are attempting to carve 

out some stable autonomy in Syria. In Turkey, Kurds have 

seen new political openings that have given them a larger 

voice in their Turkish government, but they are still struggling 

to match these gains in Iran, where they have not gained much 

ground (Hevian, 2013). While true success for the Kurds 

would be the creation of their own state, they have had smaller 

successes in most of the case studies, as previously stated. The 

external difficulties have all been designed to hinder the 

creation of a formal state, as this would negatively affect each 

of the four countries in our case study – but this doesn’t mean 

that the Kurds have not fought back to create various 

autonomous areas and increase their say in some form of 

government in the state in which they are located. 

Nevertheless, we have yet to see a Kurdistan come into 

existence.  

 

Methodology 

 

Each of the four countries we selected for the study 

have been the primary locations of the Kurdish independence 

movement since 2011. While unrest in Iraq and Syria has 

allowed for the resurgence of an armed Kurdish resistance, 

even in countries with stable regimes, such as Turkey and 

Iran, Kurdish resistance has proven to be an ongoing, violent 

problem. While there are Kurds located throughout the world, 

these four countries have the highest concentration. Kurds are 

large minorities of the populations in the four nations, which 

is why we chose them for our study. The four governments 

have also been primary actors in the ongoing Kurdish 

struggles, especially in restricting the presence and actions of 

the movements.  

Ancient Kurdistan was composed of regions in all 

four of these countries, making the conflict in this region even 

more relevant. The Kurdish desire for their own state directly 

affects Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria, as for the struggle to 

become successful, an independent Kurdish nation would be 

carved out of these countries’ pre-existing borders. In 

choosing these countries, we analyzed their interactions with 

local and international Kurdish groups to assess why the 

Kurdish independence movement has not been successful. 

The majority of our sources were collected from 

scholarly databases, as well as books written by experts in the 

fields of the Kurdish conflict in the Middle East. This research 

helped us frame our study as well as identify the different case 

studies we would use. It also helped us choose how to focus 

our study, namely in how the four governments interact with 

the Kurdish groups in their region. 

During the beginning of our research, we considered 

the history of the four case studies – examining first, 

developing Kurdish nationalist sentiment after World War I, 

and the reactions of Middle Eastern countries to these 

newfound attitudes; this allowed us to complete the main part 

of our research. This paper mainly focuses on recent 

developments as to why the Kurdish movement has failed to 

produce a state in the twenty-first century, specifically since 

the onset of the Syrian Civil War. We chose this start date for 

our research because of the frequency of events revolving 

around Kurdish attempts for independence since roughly 

2011 – this was also the when the movement started to get 

more publicity on the world stage.   

We found that in order to effectively analyze why the 

Kurdish movement has not been successful, we would have 

to narrow our scope to specific countries. We chose the four 

countries we knew had large Kurdish populations (though 

they are minorities in those countries), and we looked at 

individual trends of Kurdish relations to each of the four states 

and how those states have undermined the independence 

movement.  

To analyze Kurdish relations in the four case studies, 

we had to develop our main independent variables: 

political/electoral interests and military/security concerns of 

the Kurdish groups in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria, as well as 

the relevant concerns held by the respective state 

governments. 

For our political/electoral variable, we analyzed how 

the politics of each of the four states affect their relations with 

the Kurds in general and Kurdish political and militant 

groups. In addition, we analyzed how likely it was for the 

Kurdish minorities to participate in the government of their 

home country, as this may affect the government actions 

taken regarding the Kurdish minority in that state. For 

military/security concerns, we observed how the Kurdish 

conflict in the four case studies affects the security of the 

region, and how that may influence policy towards Kurdish 

groups.  

We kept these variables broad to make it easier to 

analyze them and cover all possible motivations that affect the 

relations between the Kurds and any of the four state 

governments. We used primarily qualitative data to assess the 

differences and connections between these variables in each 

of the four case studies. From this, we drew a conclusion 

regarding the overall struggle of the Kurdish drive for an 

independent state in the contemporary era. 

  



 

 

 

 

Results and Findings 

 

Turkey 

In their conflict with Turkey, the Kurds have faced 

significant divisions within their own efforts. There are four 

major Kurdish political parties in Turkey: the Kurdistan 

Workers’ Party (PKK), The Peace and Democracy Party 

(BDP), the Party of Rights and Freedom (HAKPAR), and the 

Party of Participatory Democracy (KADEP). The most 

prominent of the four is the PKK, which is banned in Turkey 

due to its militant tactics and armed attacks against the state. 

It was founded in 1978 by Abdullah Ocalan in response to 

Turkish oppression of Kurds in Turkey and military conflicts 

in southeast Turkey, which is a large Kurdish region (Hevian, 

2013). The original goal of the PKK emphasized the need for 

a “radical transformation of the social and political 

organization of Kurdish society,” seeking the establishment 

of an independent Kurdistan to unite all Kurds in the region 

(Hevian, 2013).  

The leaders of the PKK established military training 

camps in Syria after being forced out of Turkey in 1980 and 

started its armed struggle against Turkey in 1984. Hevian 

(2013) states that, by the mid-1990s, the PKK had virtual 

control over large parts of southeast Turkey, but at a cost of 

over 40,000 lives, mostly Kurds, and the imprisonment of 

their leader, Ocalan as a result of the conflict. Following 

Ocalan’s imprisonment, his brother, Osman, and several 

commanders left to establish a new organization called the 

PWD in protest of Abdullah’s continued leadership from 

prison and his authoritarian nature (Tezcür, 2010). The PKK’s 

response was to send hit men to kill these organizers and 

silence further dissent.  

The second major Kurdish political party in Turkey 

is the BDP, which is the eighth successive party of its kind in 

Turkey, with a goal of “finding a democratic solution to the 

Kurdish problem through peaceful means in order to secure 

the fundamental rights of the Kurds” (Hevian, 2013). The 

BDP was formed because each of its preceding parties were 

banned by Turkey, with many of their leaders being 

imprisoned – however, it should be noted that many of the 

preceding parties and their members won various government 

representative positions in municipalities, cities, and even 

Turkish parliament. Although many of these terms did not last 

long, with the Turkish Courts outlawing these Kurdish 

political parties and stripping individuals of their ability to be 

members of any political party (Hevian, 2013). The BDP was 

created in 2008, with many Kurdish Members of Parliament, 

including some who still maintained their positions, and some 

who were imprisoned, joining their ranks. In their founding 

year, BDP candidates won thirty-six seats in the Grand 

National Assembly of Turkey (Hevian, 2013). More recently, 

the BDP became a smaller, local party, and its parliamentary 

caucus joined the People’s Democratic Party (HDP), which is 

now an extremely important political party in Turkish Kurd 

politics. Currently, the BDP is led by a man and a woman, 

Selahattin Demirtas and Gulten Kisanak, respectively, and is 

the only party that openly supports gay and lesbian rights 

(Hevian, 2013).  

The last two Kurdish political parties in Turkey are 

much less relevant than the PKK or BDP, and neither have 

much public support or power. However, they are worth 

noting because of their goals in comparison to other parties. 

The first is HAKPAR, which was established solely to 

“counter PKK related Kurdish parties in the region” (Hevian, 

2013). HAKPAR has little public support because their 

leader, Kemal Burkay, has strong ties with the Turkish 

government and dislikes the BDP and PKK, which are two 

popular political groups among Kurds in Turkey (Hevian, 

2013). Finally, there is KADEP, which advocates Kurdish 

nationalism, and although their founder, Serafettin Elci, was 

involved with the BDP, the party has no real power in Turkey 

and is largely ineffective (Hevian, 2013).  

 The Kurdish conflict with Turkey dates as far back 

as the end of the Ottoman Empire, where the Kurds waged 

several armed rebellions in the early years of Turkish rule. 

After World War I, the modern state of Turkey was founded 

upon the goal of national unity with a single national identity 

to prevent losses to their new territory (Totten, 2015). 

However, the Kurds refused to be integrated into this state 

because they were promised their own state by Western 

powers – instead, the Kurds were forcibly “conquered, 

colonized, and integrated” (Totten, 2015). Turkish oppression 

was severe and included: forced relocation, forbidding of 

Kurdish language in public, schools, and government for 

many years, making it a crime to say “I am a Kurd,” and 

outlawing ethnic classification of Turkish citizens in general 

– so no one knows the true proportion of Kurds in Turkey 

(Totten, 2015). However, Totten (2015) notes that the main 

motivation behind the Turkish treatment of Kurds is political 

rather than ethnic, as the government fears institutional 

consequences and the loss of centralized power that would 

result in a successful Kurdish independence movement.  

 The Turkish military has not been shy in its 

punishment of Kurds, who make up between 15% to 20% of 

the population (“Who Are the Kurds,” 2017) – especially 

those involved in violent rebellions and battles against 

Turkish positions. Totten (2015) observes that Iraqi Kurdistan 

is a “vastly more prosperous and pleasant place than bombed-

out and repressed Turkish Kurdistan.” In 2013, the PKK and 

the Turkish government held talks to find a political solution 

to the conflict, and a ceasefire was reached, although the 

Turkish government denies this (Hevian, 2013). This 

ceasefire was declared void by the PKK in late July of 2015, 

when the Turkish state bombed PKK positions in northern 

Iraq, which resulted in a new wave of violence in Turkey 

(Totten, 2015). The breakdown of this ceasefire led to the 

deaths of at least 2,981 people as of mid-July 2017 

(Mandiraci, 2017). Of the individuals killed, almost half were 

PKK militants (1,378), 976 were state security officers, 408 

were civilians, and 219 were “youths of unknown affiliation” 

as they could not be identified as either civilians or members 



 

 

 

of the PKK’s youth wing. The violence only escalated from 

there, peaking in 2016, when fighting spread to urban districts 

of south-eastern Turkey for the first time in the 33-year 

conflict. Later in 2016, however, the conflict moved back to 

rural areas – since then, about 90% of all deaths occurred in 

rural south-eastern districts (Mandiraci, 2017). This has 

resulted not only in increased violence in Turkey, but has cast 

a gloomy outlook on any possible peaceful answer to the 

Turkey-Kurdish conflict.  

Mandiraci (2017) describes several main 

conclusions derived from data collected from December 2016 

to July 2017. First, PKK attacks on local ruling party officials 

have intensified Turkish nationalist feelings. During this time 

period, seven attacks were either claimed by or attributed to 

the PKK, but this is driving many people towards the AKP, 

which is Erdogan’s political party. However, this trend started 

much earlier, with the Turkish government trying to 

undermine the effectiveness of the PKK’s use of violence by 

winning Kurdish votes to the AKP. Since 2004, the AKP has 

tried to use a relatively reformed strategy to try and steal 

Kurdish support away from the PKK (Tezcür, 2010). Even 

though a democratic integration of Kurds into the Turkish 

government may give them a larger say and a more effective 

vote in policies, this democratization “leads to radicalization 

of an insurgent organization if it also undermines its control 

over its constituency” (Tezcür, 2010).  

In effect, the political reforms of the AKP appealed 

to many Turkish Kurds, which forced the PKK to resort to 

more violence to reaffirm themselves as “the ultimate 

defender of Kurdish rights” (Tezcür, 2010). The renewed 

violence of the PKK during this democratization period in and 

around 2007 led to a powerful, violent response by the 

Turkish government, which rekindled the armed conflict that 

helped the PKK win back some support from the AKP and 

other Kurdish organizations – although, this has drastically 

prolonged the conflict and is a large reason Turkish-Kurdish 

relations are still violent today (Tezcür, 2010). The PKK has 

also been mindful to time attacks in such a way to not impede 

their political efforts, as shown in April referendum of 2017, 

when they reduced attacks to avoid generating nationalistic 

support for amendments proposed by Erdogan’s party 

(Mandiraci, 2017).  

The political interests and efforts of the Kurds in 

general have always been politically divided and have not 

helped the national movement. It is first important to note that 

all Turkish citizens over the age of eighteen have the right to 

vote, so many Kurds are politically active in this sense. 

However, the Kurdish vote is split, with the dominating 

groups being conservative and leftist Kurds. Conservatives, 

which make up about two-fifths of Kurds in Turkey, typically 

vote for Erdogan’s AKP, which has ruled Turkey since 2002. 

Leftists represent another two-fifths of Kurds, and vote for the 

HDP and its predecessor, the BDP (Cagaptay, 2015), both of 

which were introduced in the beginning as major Kurdish 

political parties in Turkey.  

The difference between these groups is that the AKP 

is obviously centered more around Turkish nationalism, while 

the HDP and BDP favor Kurdish nationalism, and are 

typically deferential to the PKK – this is the aspect that pits 

the two sides against each other most. The remaining one-fifth 

of Kurds are liberal-minded Alevi Kurds, who vote for 

secularist parties (Cagaptay, 2015). While these traditional 

political divisions still exist, there has been some success in 

consolidating some votes behind the liberal parties HDP and 

BDP. This was mostly due to Erdogan’s decision to not act to 

protect Kurdish-controlled areas in northern Syria from 

Islamic State attacks (Cagaptay, 2015). While this did win a 

record number of votes and parliamentary seats for the HDP, 

there is still a division between the liberal political parties 

themselves, hindering this trend from being more successful.  

Mandiraci’s second conclusion is the development 

of an escalatory cycle of increased IEDs against security 

forces and intense Turkish military operations (2017). Around 

60% of all security force fatalities between July 2016 and 

mid-2017 were caused by IEDs, and during the end of the 

period of data collection, this number in rural areas has 

increased. This is because IEDs are cheap and easy to employ, 

they can inflict greater casualties by targeting groups with a 

single explosive, and militants can avoid directed armed 

confrontation by detonating them at a distance. This has led 

to the “most intense” Turkish military operations in years, 

with about 7,000 soldiers, special forces, police officers, and 

village guards being deployed to target militants and destroy 

PKK ammunition depots (Mandiraci, 2017). Again, this study 

was concluded in mid-2017 – while these conclusions are still 

applicable, they do not reflect current statistics.  

Turkey is extremely threatened by the Kurdish 

autonomous regions in Iraq and Syria, which both had 

relatively strong regimes before their respective Kurdish 

conflicts, and the fact that some of these Kurdish groups in 

other countries are aligned with the PKK, namely the YPG in 

Syria (Totten, 2015). The Turkish fear is that independent 

Kurdistans in Iraq and Syria will help Turkish Kurdistan go 

to war against the Turkish government, so Turkey has not 

been shy in their threats against not just the PKK, but other 

Kurdish militant groups in the greater region (Totten, 2015).  

 It should be noted that Turkey is not the only 

political actor accused of ‘bad actions’ in this conflict. The 

PKK has allegedly committed serious crimes in Turkey and 

suggested to be a willing participant in a long and arduous war 

– there are even large amounts of Kurds in the region who do 

not support the PKK and its allies because of their actions 

(Totten, 2015). However, it has been suggested that the PKK 

had clear motive to commit violence – or rather, they had no 

incentive not to, as the Turkish government has not agreed to 

concrete concessions, like constitutional recognition of the 

Kurdish identity or granting amnesty to PKK commanders 

and members (Tezcür, 2010). This is, in fact, a major reason 

the PKK started and continued to use violence in their efforts 

for Kurdish independence.  



 

 

 

There are several different actors involved in this 

conflict outside of Turkey and the various Kurdish groups in 

Turkey, namely, the US and Europe. In July 2018, a woman 

and her eleven-month-old son were killed by a roadside bomb 

near a military base, where they were visiting a family 

member. While the deaths were blamed on the PKK, which 

stated that it never targets civilians and that the deaths were a 

“mistake,” Turkey also directed its rage towards the US and 

Europe for being “supporters of terrorism,” (“Thirty-five 

Years On, No Political Solution,” 2018). Turkey views 

Kurdish militant groups, especially the PKK, unquestionably 

as terrorist organizations. Even though the PKK is also listed 

as a terrorist groups by the US and EU, the fact that they have 

supported the PYD in Syria is an insult to Turkey, which 

views this organization as an offshoot of the PKK – the PKK 

is strictly banned in Turkey due to its military actions against 

the state. This has a greater effect on Turkey’s relations with 

other countries who have, in the past and present, assisted 

Kurdish groups in the region.  

With the US military withdrawing from Syria, there 

has been a call on Erdogan to protect those Kurdish fighters 

in Syria who have been invaluable in the fight against 

jihadists, especially the Islamic State (IS) (“Syria Conflict: 

Turkey says US plea,” 2019). Part of the US withdrawal from 

Syria was an expectation that Turkey would step in and 

replace them, supporting the military arm of the PYD, called 

the YPG – this infuriated Erdogan. Erdogan responded to the 

US saying it was “impossible to swallow,” and that Turkey 

would do whatever it takes to kill terrorists – he even said that 

there would soon be an operation in the Kurdish-controlled 

northern Syria, presumably against the Kurds and not 

necessarily groups like IS (“Syria Conflict: Turkey says US 

plea,” 2019). 

 

Iraq 

After the end of the First World War, there was a 

consolidation of former Ottoman provinces that were put 

under British control. With this transfer of territory, the 

Western Allies made a promise to the Kurds in the 1920 

Treaty of Sevres that a future Middle East would include an 

independent Kurdistan (BBC, 2017). However, with the 

Treaty of Lausanne signed in 1923, the stage was set for the 

Kurdish struggle for independence. The Treaty of Lausanne 

failed to provide a guarantee from Western powers that a 

Kurdish state would be carved into the Arab Middle East, and 

the ethnic group was left without a state. 

 Michael Gunter, a prominent scholar on the Kurdish 

conflict, believes this Kurdish conflict in Iraq to be especially 

versatile for three reasons. With a population of around six 

million Kurds in Iraq, Kurds make up nearly a fifth of the 

population (BBC, 2018). Iraq has a larger percentage of 

Kurdish citizens than Turkey or Iran, comparatively. With the 

further split in Iraqi culture between Shia and Sunni Muslims 

(with Shias making up 55% of the country), the Iraqi 

government feared for decades that granting the Kurds their 

own country or autonomous region would cause a 

disintegration of the whole Iraqi state along sectarian lines. 

Lastly, with the knowledge that Iraq was a new state 

artificially created by the British after World War I, there 

were fewer initial hurdles for Kurdish independence 

movements to overcome than in long-standing, powerful 

cultures/semi-states in Iran and Turkey (Gunter, 2006). With 

these three considerations in check, and Kurdish land being 

situated on fertile areas of agricultural importance to the 

central Iraqi government, the Kurdish movement for 

independence took a unique, and often violent path, in Iraq. 

 In the 1920s, the first Kurdish struggle for 

independence was put down by the British, at the expense of 

local ruler Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji (Gunter, 2004). The 

violent repression of this initial revolt was evidence of the 

chaotic, and often bloody, response to Kurdish independence 

movements in Iraq. After the fall of Barzanji in 1931, the Iraqi 

Kurdish struggle was led by a new leader, Mustafa Barzani. 

After a defeat by Iraqi government forces in 1945, Barzani 

fled to Iran in 1946 and founded a short lived, independent 

Kurdish state there (the Kurdish Republic of Mahabad). After 

the end of this Kurdish republic in late 1946, Barzani returned 

to Iraq and founded the influential Kurdistan Democratic 

Party in the same year (“Kurdish People Fast Facts,” 2018). 

 The KDP led armed rebellions starting in 1961, 

continuing throughout the 1960s until the introduction of a 

1970 peace agreement giving the Kurds limited autonomy. 

The Kurdish language was recognized officially, and the Iraqi 

government acknowledged the Kurdish nationality alongside 

the Arab nationality (“Kurdish People Fast Facts,” 2018). 

This was not the end of the Kurdish struggle for 

independence, however. With the formation of the leftist and 

Marxist Patriotic Union of Kurdistan political party (PUK), 

the Iraqi Kurds splintered. Arab nationalist policies under the 

Baath party of Saddam Hussein in the late 1970s saw a return 

to oppression of the Kurds (including forced expulsion of 

Kurdish populations and resettlement of Arab Iraqis). 

 The 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq War saw the worsening of 

Iraqi-Kurdish relations. Saddam Hussein, after learning of 

KDP (but not PUK) support for rival Iran during the war, 

viciously retaliated against the Iraqi Kurdish population. 

Operation Anfal under Saddam in 1988 saw the destruction of 

4000 Kurdish villages, and up to 100,000 Kurds killed 

(“Kurdish People Fast Facts,” 2018). The Iraqi government’s 

use of chemical weapons against its Kurdish population, most 

notably the use of poisonous gas in the northern Iraqi city of 

Halabja in 1988, were condemned on the world stage. UN 

Security Council Resolution 688 in 1991 condemned the “the 

repression of the Iraqi civilian population…Kurdish 

populated areas” (Gunter, 2006).  After the end of the Gulf 

War in 1991, a Kurdish armed uprising was put down almost 

immediately by the Iraqi government, only to have the United 

States step in to assist fleeing Kurdish refugees, helping 

establish a no-fly zone over northern Iraq, in effect creating a 

de facto Kurdish state in northern Iraq (Gunter, 2006). 

 Yet, this new de facto state faced issues of Kurdish 

infighting. The PUK (based in Sulaymaniyah) and the KDP 



 

 

 

(based in Erbil) engaged in a bloody civil war from 1994-

1998, which lasted until Massoud Barzani of the KDP (son of 

Mustafa Barzani) and Talabani of the PUK reached a peace 

deal in late 1998 in Washington D.C (Gunter, 2006). The 

PUK and the Kurds showed their power to cooperate in their 

alliance with American forces to topple Saddam in the 2003 

American-led coalition invasion of Iraq (Noack, 2017). In 

2005, an Iraqi constitution formally acknowledged the region 

of Iraqi Kurdistan as “an autonomous federal region” 

(“Kurdish People Fast Facts,” 2018).  

Once this basic timeline of the Iraqi Kurds is 

addressed, it is easier to understand the situation of the Kurds 

since roughly 2011. The Kurdistan Regional Government 

(KRG) is the currently recognized legitimate political 

authority governing over this region of Iraq. The Kurdistan 

List, composed of former bitter rival parties PUK and KDP, 

traditionally holds the power in Iraqi Kurdistan. However, in 

2009 the Gorran “liberalist and reformist” party under 

Nawshirwan Mustafa won 22 percent of the seats in the KRG 

after its birth (Hevian, 2013).  

The Arab Spring of 2011 only bolstered this 

movement’s popularity. Gorran protests claimed to focus on 

eliminating corruption from the Kurdistan government. They 

championed “political, social, and economic reforms”, and 

still to do this day, as the third largest Kurdish Iraqi political 

party (Hevian, 2013). Yet 2011 saw violence between 

Kurdish security forces and protests erupt in response to the 

demands made by the Gorran movement, (similar to the 

violent crackdowns on protests seen in Egypt in 2011 against 

the Mubarak government). Ten people were killed in these 

clashes, and the number of injured ranged in the hundreds.  

Yet, the Gorran party lived on. This has been 

partially due to the popularity of its founder, a former 

peshmerga commander (peshmerga being the armed forces of 

the Iraqi Kurds). Nawshirwan Mustafa commanded these 

forces for nearly two decades, earning the respect of much of 

the Iraqi Kurdish population (Hevian, 2013). His 

spearheading of the 1991 revolt against Hussein still brings a 

sense of pride to many Kurds, and his message of reforms 

(modeled once again on similar Arab spring protests of 2011) 

still resonates amongst much of the populace. 

Since 2011, the greatest obstacle that the Iraqi Kurds 

have had to face is the Islamist terrorist group, ISIS, which 

sought to create an Islamic caliphate throughout the Middle 

East. The group rose in strength in 2014, with Kurdish forces 

doing much of the fighting against the terrorist group (as the 

Iraqi national army was weaker than peshmerga forces). 

Kurdish peshmerga forces faced serious setbacks against 

ISIS. The Yazidi population of Iraq and Syria, closely related 

to the Kurdish ethnic group (some identify as ethnic Kurds), 

faced a genocide at the hands of ISIS fighters, as the UN 

described the situation (Cumming-Bruce, 2016). Captured 

Kurdish fighters have faced brutal repercussions as well, such 

as beheadings. ISIS fighters even came within 30 miles of 

Erbil, the de-facto capital of Iraqi Kurdistan. Nonetheless, the 

Iraqi Kurds prevailed in their fight. Not only were the Kurds 

eventually able to defeat their ISIS foes, but they were also 

able to extend their territory past their borders established 

with American support in 2003.  

As the Kurds took advantage of their situation as the 

most capable fighting force against ISIS in Iraq, part of their 

new territory encompassed the strategically vital city of 

Kirkuk. This diverse city, with approximately one million 

inhabitants, is lauded for its large oil reserves. Kurdistan 

already had “one third of Iraq’s oil reserves” (di Giovanni, 

2018), prior to the conquest of Kirkuk from ISIS forces. With 

a 2011 oil deal between the KRG and Exxon Mobil (despite 

central Iraqi government anger), and the inclusion of Kirkuk 

to an expanded Kurdistan, Kurdistan’s economy was trending 

towards future prosperity (“Update: Kurdistan and the Battle 

Over Oil,” 2018). 

The events of 2017 changed this upwards trajectory 

of Iraqi Kurdistan. The war with ISIS had already extensively 

hurt the Kurdish economy, leading foreign oil companies to 

take away investments from the region. The results of the 

2017 independence referendum led to further chaos in the 

region of northern Iraq. 92% of the Kurds in the region voted 

for independence on September 25, 2017, in a vote that the 

United States (a major ally of the KDP), Russia, the EU and 

other major world powers had discouraged from ever taking 

place (“Kurdish People Fast Facts,” 2018). Iraqi government 

forces quickly reacted, proving their staunch opposition to the 

referendum. Iraqi forces retook Kirkuk on October 15, 2017, 

and Massoud Barzani eventually resigned from his post as 

president of Iraqi Kurdistan on November 1, 2017 (“Update: 

Kurdistan and the Battle Over Oil,” 2018). 

As some of the Kurdish region goes back to control 

under the central Iraqi government, Iraqi Kurdistan has 

entered a new era in their history. The Barzani family is still 

in power, now under Prime Minister Nechirvan Barzani. 

Controversy surrounds the long-ruling family, who are 

accused of improper business deals. A Kurdish opposition 

newspaper, Rozhnama, accused the Barzani of oil smuggling, 

and claimed personal corruption in the Barzani clan. Most 

prominent of these accusations include Masrour Barzani, 

head of the security and intelligence services, buying a $10 

million home in the United States (Monroe, 2013). The high 

status of the Barzani family, contrasted with the poverty 

permeating throughout Iraqi Kurdistan, is a point of 

contention. Party-dominated private companies provide most 

of the services in the region, allowing KDP and PUK 

members to grow wealthy (Monroe, 2013). Accusations of 

corruption are accompanied by claims of Barzani crackdowns 

on journalists and free press. The most notable was the murder 

of Sardasht Osman in 2010, a young journalist critical of the 

long-standing KDP.  

KRG foreign relations (most notably with Turkey) 

have also entered a peculiar stage since the failed 

independence referendum. Although Turkey has been a 

violent opponent of their own Kurdish population, Turkish 

President Tayyip Erdogan has historically maintained strong 

ties with the Barzani family of the KDP in Iraq. This began to 



 

 

 

change with the independence referendum, with Erdogan 

closing the KDP office in his capital of Ankara in response. 

Yet, in the long run, Erdogan has kept his strong ties with the 

KDP alive, even inviting the KDP to his AKP political party 

congress in August 2018 (“KDP Attend Erdogan’s Party 

Congress,” 2018). As further evidence of Kurdish infighting 

in Iraq, Erdogan will no longer acknowledge the PUK party 

of Iraqi Kurds, which he accuses of supporting the militant 

group of the PKK in Turkey.  

Since the independence referendum of September 

2017, there have also been elections both in the region of 

Kurdistan, and in Iraq itself. On September 30, 2018, Iraqi 

Kurdistan held parliamentary elections, with the KDP holding 

onto its power, winning 45 seats of the 111 seats possible. The 

PUK won 21 seats, while the Gorran party of change won only 

11 seats after the death of its popular leader Nawshirwan 

Mustafa on May 19, 2017 (Abouelenein, 2018). As 

accusations of corruption have long held reign in Iraqi 

Kurdistan, the Independent High Elections and Referendum 

Commission found “1,045 complaints of election fraud” in 

this latest election (Abouelenein, 2018). The PUK opposed 

the legitimacy of the vote, but had their anger somewhat 

tempered after the results of the general Iraqi election.  

While the latest general Iraqi election was held in 

May 2018, a new government was not formed until October 

2, 2018.  While a Shi’a, Abdel Abdul Mahdi, was named 

prime minister, as usual the ceremonial post of Iraqi president 

was filled by a Kurd, this time British-educated engineer, 

Barham Salih (Rasheed & Jalabi, 2018). This PUK politician 

has served previously both in the Iraqi Kurdish Parliament 

and the central Iraqi government. While the PUK may have 

been excited by the election of Salih to president, the KDP 

was rather frustrated with Salih, as his “softer tone” on 

pursuing Kurdish independence goes against contemporary 

KDP political ideology pursuing independence (Rasheed & 

Jalabi, 2018). With the results of the Kurdish parliamentary 

election and general Iraqi election sparking tensions between 

the KDP and PUK reminiscent of the 1994-1997 civil war, 

and the Iraqi government regaining lands the Kurds captured 

from ISIS, it remains to be seen whether Iraqi Kurdistan will 

return to the violence that its region has not been immune to. 

 

Iran 

The Iranian Kurds have a long history of tension and 

conflict in Iran much like Turkey and Syria. Since World War 

I, the Kurds have periodically fought the Iranian government 

for independence and or autonomy. A notable example of a 

failed Kurdish rebellion was in 1979 shortly after the Islamic 

Revolution (Tezcür, 2018). Many Kurds in Iran are divided 

between loyalty to their fellow Shi’a Muslims and loyalty to 

their Kurdish nationality, though the majority are still Sunni 

(Tezcür, 2018). But while the loyalty to Iran is higher amongst 

the Shi’a Kurds, the Sunni Kurds of Iran feel an even higher 

level of marginalization due to both their national and 

religious differences. Turkey and Iran have accused each 

other of supporting the other’s Kurds in an attempt to weaken 

the other during the 1980s and 1990s, (Gabby, 2014). During 

the Islamic Revolution of 1979, some Shi’a Kurds loyal to the 

new regime fought against rebellious Sunni Kurds who 

sought greater autonomy or independence (Prunhuber 2010, 

54). 

Since before the establishment of the Pahlavi regime 

in Iran, the Kurds have been a consistent nuisance for the 

Iranian government, periodically engaging in active rebellion. 

Sheikh Ubeydullah led a Kurdish rebellion against Ottoman 

rule in 1880 in the easternmost provinces bordering the Qajars 

(Tezcür, 2018). The rebellion relied heavily on inciting the 

fear of Shia subjugating the Sunnis in the region, but the 

rebellion was still one of the earliest examples of a nationalist 

Kurdish movement (Tezcür, 2018). Later the Kurds would 

clash with the Pahlavi dynasty and the Kurdish PDKI led a 

rebellion to establish the Mahabad Republic in 1945, shortly 

after the abdication of the Shah in 1941 and a partial 

occupation by Soviets (Tezcür, 2018). Until 1979 the Kurds 

remained relatively docile in Iran following the demise of the 

Mahabad Republic (Tezcür, 2018). Kurdish desires for 

independence and autonomy have not seen a decrease since 

due to the emergence of many more and powerful Kurdish 

parties and figures such as Abdullah Ocalan.  

The Iranian government is stronger than the 

government of most other countries with large Kurdish 

minorities. In 1946 a Kurdish rebellion established an eleven-

month long independent nation known as the Republic of 

Mahabad with the assistance of the Soviet Union before being 

reconquered by Iran. The republic had a very significant 

impact on the Kurds in the region since it enabled a Kurdish 

cultural renaissance: “It sponsored Kurdish language schools, 

publications, and performances and became a lasting symbol 

of Kurdish nationalist identity,” (Eagleton 1963; Koohi‐

Kamali 2003; Vali 2014). But since the Republic, Iran has 

subdued the Kurdish movement within its borders through the 

use of force, as demonstrated by the assassination of Kurdish 

leaders Ismail Agha Simko in 1930 and Sadegh 

Sharahfkhandi in 1992. Due to the stronger and more 

effective Iranian government, the Iranians have been able to 

subdue their Kurdish population despite it being larger than 

its Iraqi counterpart (Gunter, 2004). Iran attempts to minimize 

threats to its political stability, but the Kurds still continue to 

pose a problem (Tezcür, 2018). 

The Kurds in Iran face a mixture of repression and 

acceptance. As displayed by Beary (2011), the Kurds are said 

to not really be their own distinct ethnic group, but rather 

simply just another part of the Iranian people, according to the 

former head of Iranian Chief of Police, Esmail Ahmadi-

Moghaddam, (p. 211). Also, the Iranian government allows 

the Kurds to use their own Kurdish language with their Sorani 

dialect, unlike the governments of Turkey and Syria. Beary 

also states despite the allowance of language, the Iranians still 

repress the Kurds in certain ways, and they are ever weary of 

the increasing demands for rights and autonomy of the Kurds 

(Beary, 2011, p. 210-211).  



 

 

 

Like Syria and Turkey, Iran worries about the 

establishment of a Kurdish nation and increasing Kurdish 

autonomy. If an independent Kurdish nation were to be 

created, it may lay claims to Iranian land with large Kurdish 

populations (Noi, 2012). With the Kurdish population of Iran 

already having been increasing pressure on Tehran to increase 

the Kurdish rights, the establishment of a Kurdish state would 

be very likely to further instigate Iran’s Kurdish population. 

A PKK offshoot Party in Iran known as the PJAK has a 

history of violence in Iran and began to conduct attacks 

against Iran in 2004 until a ceasefire in 2011. There has been 

some level of collaboration amongst all four nations, Syria, 

Iraq, Turkey and Iran, to combat the Kurdish unrest within 

their borders, but “this collaboration does not seem to apply 

to their approaches to the PKK in the wake of the Arab 

Spring,” (Noi, 2012). The amount of collaboration is unclear, 

but it is very tenuous and subject to change depending on the 

desires and fears of other nations.  

Since the rise of the PJAK, Iran has increased the 

repression of the Kurds. Kurdish politicians and leaders have 

been targeted and though the PJAK and most Kurdish parties 

are relatively secular, the Iranian government has connected 

more and more Kurds to Salafist organizations. “Between 

2007 and 2016, it [Iran] executed at least 22 Kurdish 

nationalist political activists on the charges of committing 

moharebeh (waging war against God),” (Tezcür, 2018). A 

large amount of PJAK fighters are from Turkey rather than 

Iran, which demonstrates a strong link between PJAK and its 

parent party, the PKK (Tezcür, 2018).  

Differences in religion and socio-economic access 

creates division among the Iranian Kurds. Recruitment levels 

for the PJAK are higher amongst Sunni Kurds, largely due to 

the greater political access and freedom allotted to Shia Kurds 

(Tezcür, 2018). Despite the effects of different religions, 

appealing to a common Muslim identity has shown little to no 

effect on the levels of support for Kurdish autonomy or 

secession (Sarigil & Karakoc, 2016). Kurdish citizens also 

still have a fairly high turnout rate in Iranian elections (“High 

Kurdish turnout in Iran elections despite opposition boycott”, 

(2018). The ethno-nationalism felt amongst the Kurds in Iran 

partially, but not entirely, overcomes their Islamic identity. 

Momentous occasions such as the arrest of Ocalan in 1999 are 

felt across the Middle East, even in Iran. Kurdish protests 

erupted in Iran in 1999 as a result of Ocalan’s arrest (Noi, 

2012). Several Kurds were killed in the protests.  

The Iranian Kurds have come under scrutiny from 

Iran for participation in some terrorist attacks. Besides the 

groups like the PJAK and PDKI who actively fight the Iranian 

government, some Kurds have joined ISIS. In 2017 over 

twelve civilians were killed in dual terrorist attacks in Tehran, 

and several Kurdish members of ISIL were amongst the over 

forty arrested and five killed by the Iranian government 

(Erdbrink & Mashal, 2017; Tabatabai, 2017; Erdbrink, 2017). 

Questions about Kurdish leniency towards terrorism were 

raised in Iran, and different analysts reported that ISIS 

targeted Western Iran, where most Kurds reside, with 

recruiting efforts: “‘The Salafi groups have been very active 

in mosques and public places in Iranian Kurdistan, and even 

they have been socializing with families and the youths,’ Mr. 

Jalalizadeh said, adding that the men, some wearing long 

beards, did not appear to pose any danger,” (Erdbrink, 2017). 

Some Iranian civilians on social media later made several 

comments specifically against the Kurds (Erdbrink, 2017). 

Conflict involving the Iranian Kurds has largely 

been against the Iranian government rather than a mix of 

opposing Kurds and other regional governments. The Iranian 

government has sought an activist position in opposing the 

development of a Kurdish state or strong autonomous region. 

In 2017 the Iranian government sent a warning to the KRG to 

not go forward with its referendum on independence from 

Iraq (Tabatabai, 2017). Despite the warning, the article 

mentions that the Iranians have maintained somewhat decent 

relations with the Kurds (Tabatabai, 2017). Some Kurds do 

still remain in constant conflict with Tehran, though. The 

most influential Iranian Kurdish parties are the PJAK and the 

Democratic Party of Kurdistan in Iran (PDKI), and they have 

remained more or less engaged in a battle strictly with Tehran 

rather than each other. Iran’s decent Kurdish relations does 

not mean that they do not commit any violence against the 

Kurds or vice versa: the Iranian government attacked a PDKI 

base in Northern Iraq in which at least eleven people were 

killed (Luffey, 2010). In 2016 Kurdish militants attacked the 

village of Sardasht, which was occupied by Iranian 

Revolutionary Guards (“Kurdish rebels attack Iranian 

Revolutionary Guards in Sardasht,” 2017). Shortly after a 

skirmish with Kurdish forces in 2018, the Kurds fled to the 

KRG, and the Iranian government demanded the KRG to 

hand over hiding dissidents (Hafezi, 2018).  

Iran fears referendums such as the one in Iraq for 

Kurdish independence for several reasons. Tabatabai lists 

three of the most prevalent in his article: “First, a successful 

independence movement in Iraq would almost certainly 

revitalize similar Kurdish efforts in Iran. And that, in turn, 

could lead other minorities to push for independence,” 

(Tabatabai, 2017) A second and less obvious consequence of 

a successful referendum is that the western regions could 

easily become hubs for smuggling and providing political and 

economic support to each side. A third reason is the Kurds 

have been known to side with Western powers such as the 

United States (Tabatabai, 2017). Having another regional 

player which sides with who is essentially Iran’s greatest 

enemy, the United States, is a significant fear for the Iranian 

government and explains in part why it has and will continue 

to dissuade Kurdish efforts for independence. The referendum 

ultimately failed and left the Kurds weaker than previously, 

but served as a reminder for the Iranians about the threat of 

the Kurds in its frontier.  

Religion, political ideology, and socioeconomic 

factors all influence the Iranian Kurds, but the extent of each 

is unknown. The Kurds still participate highly in the Iranian 

government, but most are by no means entirely complicit in 

the government’s actions. The Iranian Kurds definitely feel 



 

 

 

more marginalized than many members of Iranian society, but 

the government did a better job at offsetting this 

marginalization than other nations by allowing more rights 

and better treatment to the Kurds than they had in Syria or 

Turkey. While tension with the Kurds has been growing in 

recent years due to a number of factors, the future of the 

Iranian Kurds is largely unknown. What is clear is that the 

Iranian government has no intention of allowing its large 

Kurdish minority to split off or become too powerful to 

effectively handle. 

 
Syria 

Syria’s fragmented population (similar to Iraq) has 

allowed for state repression of minorities. Syria is composed 

of both Sunni and Shi’a Arab Muslims, alongside smaller 

populations of Kurds, Alawites, Assyrians, and Turkmen. 

Regime strategy under Bashar al-Assad, and his 

predecessor/father, Hafez al-Assad, concentrated on keeping 

the Kurds split, preventing an effective united Kurdish 

movement from advocating for their own independence. Such 

repression of the Syrian Kurds prevented a violent uprising of 

the Kurds, as seen in neighboring Iraq and Turkey. 

Since the breakdown of the Ottoman Empire, the 

Kurds have made a strong effort to unite themselves into a 

cohesive independence movement, but it is not necessarily in 

their nature. The Kurdish identity was one based on tribal 

affiliation, like many of the ethnic groups of the Ottoman 

Empire (Schott, 2017). This natural affiliation for small 

groups is somewhat indicative of the fractious independence 

movement seen today, especially in Syria. However, as in the 

other case studies, the rise in Kurdish nationalism led to a 

strong oppressive response from the Assad regime. 

 Before the Syrian uprising in 2011, many Kurds had 

little to no political or social rights in Syria. Out of two million 

Kurds, over 300,000 held the status of foreigner/alien or were 

unregistered, and thus did not have rights to be employed, 

own property, enter into legal marriage, or participate in 

elections – the expression of Kurdish culture was also heavily 

restricted by the Syrian regime (Federici, 2015). Also, before 

the uprising, Assad ordered frequent military deployments in 

response to demonstrations, which meant the Kurds had little 

outlet for political or social expression (Federici, 2015).  

 Historically, this repression has been a trend seen 

since the rise of Arab nationalism under the United Arab 

Republic (the political union developed between Syria and 

Egypt from 1958-1961). This continued after Syria’s exit 

from the UAR, as the Arab nationalist political atmosphere of 

the early 1960s led to the 1962 removal of citizenship status 

for twenty percent of the Syrian Kurdish population (Schott, 

2017). Even the growth of the first Kurdish political party at 

the time (the DKPS of 1957) was halted by government 

repression, leading to the creation of three disunited Kurdish 

political movements in the 1960s.  

 The Ba’ath party, which came into power in 1963, 

continued the “Arabization” of Syria, with the infamous Al-

Hilal report that recommended the “annihilation of the 

Kurdish identity by favoring Arabs in every aspect of life” 

(Schott, 2017). After Bashar al-Assad’s father, Hafez al-

Assad, came into power via a military coup in 1970, he 

actually lessened some of the more violent repression of the 

Kurds, while nonetheless maintaining their subjugation at the 

hands of his regime. In order to maintain a strategic edge over 

regional rival Turkey, the elder Assad surprisingly allowed 

Turkey’s internationally recognized Kurdish terrorist group 

(the PKK) to take refuge in Syria. He hoped this would 

commit Syrian Kurds to focus their anger on Turkey rather 

than his own regime. 

 With the PKK leaving Syria in 2000 (after their 

leader Ocalan was arrested by Turkey in 1999), unrest 

spawned by Kurdish behavior began again. With the death of 

Hafez al-Assad, and the new president being British educated 

ophthalmologist Bashar al-Assad, there was initially hope of 

the younger Assad leading a more Western-oriented regime, 

including a potentially better relationship with the Syrian 

Kurdish minority. This hope failed to materialize, seen 

especially in the Qamishlo revolt of 2004, which began at a 

football game in which Sunni Arab soccer fans allegedly 

taunted Kurdish fans with pictures of Saddam Hussein 

(Schott, 2017). Violence escalated between the two sides, and 

with Syrian government intervention, seven Kurds were 

killed. This event intensified feelings of Kurdish identity 

amongst the Kurdish population, promoted the growth of new 

political groups advocating for Kurdish rights, and 

precipitated the Kurdish move towards desiring their own 

territory in the upcoming Syrian Civil War. Despite Assad’s 

attempt to appease Kurdish demands with the granting of 

citizenship to more than 100,000 Kurds in 2011, the Kurdish 

people’s desire for at least an autonomous region superseded 

any satisfaction they received from this move. 

There are five major Kurdish political parties in 

Syria, each with different goals and methods of fighting for 

independence. The largest is the Kurdish National Council, 

which is itself made up of ten Kurdish parties in Syria and was 

founded in 2011 with the goal of uniting Kurdish parties and 

organizing the fight against the Syrian regime (Hevian, 2013). 

It was created to balance the PKK-affiliated PYD – many do 

not agree with their radical actions and violence – which 

refused to join and acted independently from the KNC 

(Hevian, 2013). The KNC fights for the constitutional 

recognition of the Kurdish national identity, an end to 

discriminatory laws, compensation for those affected by those 

laws, and the political decentralization of government in Syria 

(Hevian, 2013).  

First of the independent parties, there is the Kurdish 

Democratic Party in Syria (KDPS). This is one of many 

groups that splintered off from the 1957 KDPS and is also a 

sister party of Massoud Barzani’s Kurdistan Democratic Party 

in Iraq (Hevian, 2013). The KDPS is an important Kurdish 

actor in Syria, with membership in the KNC and Kurdish 

Political Congress – organizations that have made efforts to 

organize the Kurdish movement (Hevian, 2013). While they 

are involved in efforts to unite different Kurdish movements, 



 

 

 

or at least cooperate with them, the KDPS shares its name 

with many other minor parties that have roots in the 1957 

KDPS (Hevian, 2013). The KDPS also faces opposition from 

a different Syrian Kurdistan party called the Democratic 

Union Party (PYD), which has ties to the PKK in Turkey – 

the KDPS has made efforts to establish its own Peshmerga 

military forces, but has faced opposition from the PYD 

(Hevian, 2013).  

 The PYD was founded in 2003 as an offshoot of the 

PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party) and is one of the most 

prominent Kurdish organizations in Syria (Hevian, 2013). 

The PYD is a member of the Kurdistan National Congress in 

Brussels and the Kurdish Supreme Council, which make 

efforts to unite Kurdish parties in the region, similarly to the 

Kurdish Political Congress and Kurdish National Council 

(Hevian, 2013). It is interesting to note that the PYD’s main 

goal is for democratic autonomy for the Kurdish region, 

which may not necessarily be the same as an independent 

Kurdistan. The PYD has been involved in violent conflicts 

with the Syrian government and has faced fierce repression 

from the regime; their armed wing, the YPG (Popular Defense 

Committees) is estimated to have about 20,000 members, half 

of which are female (Hevian, 2013). The PYD has huge 

amounts of support from Kurds in Syria and in surrounding 

regions, especially those with ties to the PKK – because of 

this, they have successfully dominated other Kurdish rival 

groups, including larger international ones, like the Kurdish 

National Council (Hevian, 2013). This group also provides 

public services in their region, including a police force and 

Kurdish schools (Hevian, 2013). 

 Two smaller parties in Syria are the Kurdish Union 

Party (Yekiti) and the Kurdistan Freedom Party (Azadi). 

Yekiti is a member of KNC and believes in dialogue and 

democratic means to achieve “democracy, free and fair 

elections, freedom of press, political pluralism, and respect 

for individual rights and national groups,” (Hevian, 2013). 

Azadi is a member of the Kurdish Supreme Council, along 

with other smaller Kurdish parties, but has two different 

splintered groups that both call themselves Azadi (Hevian, 

2013). Although they oppose the violence used by the PYD 

and their armed forces, the YPG, they are accused of 

collaborating with Turkey and jihadi movements that attacked 

Kurdish towns in Syria (Hevian, 2013). 

 The Syrian Civil War has not only torn apart the 

Syrian nation-state since 2011 but created a refugee crisis 

worldwide of upwards of thirteen million Syrians either 

internally or internationally displaced (Connor, 2018). 

Multiple state and non-state actors have been engaged in the 

fighting, with the Kurds being one of the largest fighting 

forces. The Syrian Civil War has pitted rebel opposition 

groups against the Bashar al-Assad regime. The Assad regime 

has been supported by Hezbollah, Iran, and Russia. 

Meanwhile, the Syrian opposition groups have splintered. The 

prominent Free Syrian Army, heavily supported by Turkey, is 

one of the two largest opposition groups, with Arab and 

Turkmen members composing its ranks. The main American 

ally has been the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). This 

opposition group is noted for its diversity, with Kurds, ethnic 

Arabs, Turkmen, and Assyrian fighters. 

 The largest subgroup of the SDF is the Democratic 

Union Party (PYD), the largest party of Syrian Kurds, and its 

military wing, the People’s Protection Units (YPG), which 

has been quite effective in leading the SDF in territorial gains 

(“Explainer: Where do the Kurds Fit into the Syrian Civil 

War,” 2019). Surprisingly, much of the YPG fighting has not 

been directed against Assad and his allies. The YPG initially 

concentrated their military campaigns against the Islamic 

State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS). At the outbreak of the war 

in 2011, Syrian government forces left from Kurdish areas in 

northern Syria to address civil unrest in the rest of their nation. 

This allowed the Kurds, similar to in Iraq, to make a land grab 

at the expense of ISIS territorial ambitions, as ISIS sought to 

establish an “Islamic caliphate” under leader Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi. 

 The Kurds, as the leaders of the US supported SDF, 

were the spearhead of the fight against ISIS, often advancing 

into ISIS-controlled cities. The most prominent battle 

between Kurdish fighters and ISIS was their hard-fought 

victory in combat with ISIS fighters in the Syrian city of 

Kobane in January 2015 (McLaughlin, 2015). The victory in 

Kobane (spurred on by US and coalition air support), saw the 

deaths of 1600 people, but nonetheless raised Kurdish moral 

in their solidified military strength (“Who are the Kurds,” 

2017). Kurdish military victories continued with the capture 

of self-proclaimed ISIS capital of Raqqa in October 2017.  

 As the Kurds focused their military confrontations 

on defeating ISIS, they surprisingly have not focused their 

efforts on overthrowing Assad, even cooperating with his 

forces in the battle for Aleppo. This strategic, and quite shaky, 

alliance has existed in spite of systematic oppression of Kurds 

at the hands of the Alawite regime (“Explainer: Where do the 

Kurds Fit into the Syrian Civil War,” 2019). As Assad has 

focused on fighting other rebel groups, the Syrian Kurds’ 

greatest enemy has been Turkey under the presidency of 

Tayyip Erdogan, who views the PYD, and their YPG militias 

in Syria, as offshoots of the PKK (“Explainer: Where do the 

Kurds Fit into the Syrian Civil War,” 2019).  

 Turkey heavily emphasizes this relationship between 

the PKK and the PYD. This is true to a large extent, as Syrian 

Kurdish groups make clear their support and influence of 

PKK ideals. Nonetheless, this scenario has pitted Turkey 

against Syria’s Kurds, with Turkey launching its own military 

campaigns against the YPG. Operation Euphrates Shield, 

begun in August 2016, targeted both ISIS and the YPG in 

Afrin. Operation Olive Branch, begun in January 2018, 

continued this assault against YPG fighters in Afrin 

(“Erdogan Vows to ‘Solve Syrian Issue on the Field,’” 2019). 

 Turkey fears the establishment of a Syrian Kurdish 

state on their southern border. Erdogan has stated that he will 

not allow this “terror corridor” to survive, in fears that this 

revolutionary spirit of Syria’s Kurds will seep into this 

Turkish Kurdish population (“Erdogan Vows to ‘Solve Syrian 



 

 

 

Issue on the Field,’” 2019). As Erdogan fears the 

establishment of a Syrian Kurdish state, much of his fears are 

not unfounded. The Syrian Kurds have managed to assemble 

a semi-autonomous region in a heavily Kurdish (yet still 

ethnically diverse) area of northeastern Syria known as 

Rojava. Created in January 2014, this Rojava region is 

composed of three cantons: Afrin, Kobane, and Jazira (“Syria 

Conflict: Kurds Declare Federal System,” 2016). The PYD 

has dominated the political scene of Rojava, including 

increasing military funding to its YPG militias, only 

exacerbating Turkish fears and anger (Gupta, 2016). 

 The situation of the Syrian Kurds, and their 

establishment of their self-declared autonomous region of 

Rojava, has been made much more complicated since 

President Donald Trump’s December 2018 decision to 

withdraw American troops from Syria. Kurds in Rojava, who 

were supported by American air strikes and military advice as 

the spear front of the SDF, had grown dependent on American 

support (Hubbard, 2018). With the withdrawal of American 

troops, Turkey under Erdogan has less fear of attacking 

Rojava and relinquishing the PYD’s claim over the region. 

The Syrian regime under Assad is also more likely to attempt 

to regain control of the region with help from Iran and 

Hezbollah (Hubbard, 2018).  

A precarious situation has been created, as Syria’s 

Kurds (who seem to fear Erdogan more than Assad) have 

actually reached out to President Assad to send government 

troops to the city of Manbij (to protect the Kurds from any 

Turkish attacks). America was increasingly surprised by this 

request, as it amounted to “a United States ally [YPG] calling 

on an enemy of the United States [Assad] to protect it from 

another American ally, Turkey” (Hubbard, 2018). Rojava’s 

oil reserves, of vast importance to Assad and his Russian 

allies, makes the current situation even more ripe for larger 

conflict, and increases the chance for Syria’s Kurds to lose the 

territorial and political gains they made during the Syrian 

Civil War. 

 

Discussion 
 

Overall, we have observed that the Kurdish 

independence movement has been hindered by both internal 

and external difficulties faced by the relevant political and 

militant groups in each Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria. These 

four countries are opposed to allowing the Kurds to form their 

own independent state, but Iraq (since the 1990s) and Syria 

(since 2012) tolerated de facto autonomous regions. While the 

main motivation behind these countries’ inhibitive actions 

towards the Kurds used to be ethnic, it is now political. The 

regimes do not want to lose land and fear the military power 

of the Kurds and their allies, as seen through the relative 

success of Kurdish military efforts in Iraq and Syria. The 

Kurds are also located in areas that are rich in natural 

resources, which makes independence of an all-Kurd-

encompassing Kurdistan impossible. While these are the main 

external forces that are in conflict with the independence 

movement, the Kurds themselves also have significant in-

fighting that impedes overall success. To start, there are many 

different Kurdish political and militant groups within all four 

countries, and each has a different set of goals and actions 

they are willing to take. There are regional and international 

organizations that attempt to bring different Kurdish parties 

together into a more cohesive unit, but even these are 

numerous in number, and often have conflicting political and 

ideological differences. Although the Kurds have autonomous 

regions in Iraq and Syria, they are led by strongmen who do 

not allow true democracy to grow – this, combined with terror 

attacks committed by some of the Kurdish militant groups, 

namely the PKK in Turkey, also discourages international 

support for Kurdish independence. 

 While Kurds are citizens of Turkey and actively 

participate in local and national elections, the Turkish 

government, headed by President Erdogan, is extremely 

hostile and oppressive towards the Kurdish independence 

movement. Historically, Turkey used to ban all aspects of the 

Kurdish identity to force Turkish nationalism on its citizens – 

it used to be illegal to say, “I am a Kurd.” Now, though, there 

has been less of this type of oppression, yet there is still 

conflict between the Turkish government and independence-

motivated Kurds. The main Kurdish group in Turkey is the 

PKK – although they are banned by the Turkish government 

– which is primarily a militant organization rather than a 

political one. The PKK has been involved in a long, violent 

conflict with the Turkish state, with many thousands being 

killed, mostly Kurds. The PKK’s violence is primarily that of 

terror, and because of this, there is little chance of even an 

autonomous region for the Kurds in Turkey, let alone an 

independent state. The violent conflict between the two actors 

has had lulls but does not currently seem to be declining in its 

intenseness – this is due to continued oppression by the 

Turkish state towards members of the PKK and acts of terror 

committed by the Kurdish militant group, which has killed 

civilians in addition to members of the Turkish military. The 

PKK is not the only representative of Kurdish interests, 

though, which leads to the internal divisiveness of Kurdish 

people in Turkey. Many Kurds do not agree with or support 

their violent ways – as such, they turn to the Kurdish political 

parties to voice their desires. While there used to be a near-

equal number of Kurds who voted for Erdogan’s AKP and 

more liberal Kurdish political groups, like the HDP and BDP, 

there has been a recent inclination towards the latter two 

groups, which favor Kurdish nationalism and are sometimes 

deferential to the PKK despite their violent tendencies. There 

has been a record number of Kurdish politicians elected to 

parliament, many members of these liberal groups, which 

shows a general trend towards increased Kurdish participation 

in higher levels of government and a possible alternative to 

violent conflict. This has taken away some of the 

effectiveness of the PKK, which has forced them to use more 

violence to incite heavy-handed responses from the Turkish 

government to regain and retain support for their efforts, 

which has stoked the conflict even further.  



 

 

 

 In Iraq, patterns of internal disunity and external 

state repression have halted the path towards a larger, 

independent Kurdish state. Externally, the Iraqi state has 

historically acted with discriminatory practices against their 

Kurdish population, with their 1970’s resettlement policies of 

Arabs in Kurdish lands built on ethnic differences. Hatred of 

the Kurdish ethnic group (and Kurdish support for Iran during 

the 1980-1988 war) led to the brutal chemical warfare used in 

Operation Anfal of 1988, and the Battle of Halajaba. 

However, external repression of the Kurds in Iraq has now 

shifted towards a largely political fear of the Kurds gaining 

independence. Such fear can be seen in the military response 

of the central Iraqi government to the Kurdish 2017 

independence referendum. Further supporting the external 

trends seen in other countries with significant Kurdish 

populations, the Iraqi state fears an independent Kurdistan 

taking the oil reserves of northern Iraq (leading to the Iraqi 

government’s reconquest of oil-important Kirkuk). Kurdish 

military strength of the peshmergas against ISIS has struck 

fear in the Iraqi government. 

Internally, Kurdish political disunity has prevented 

effective cooperation amongst the population. PUK and KDP 

tensions have simmered since the brutal civil war of 1994-

1997, but remain high, as the leaders of both parties have 

largely stayed the same, or has seen power reside in the same 

families, since the parties’ respective inceptions. Such a 

development has led to the charges of corruption and 

authoritarianism in the Kurdish autonomous region, 

especially against the Barzani-dominated KDP party.  

 In Syria, these external and internal trends 

manifested themselves in multiple ways. Externally, the 

natural resources of Rojava, of central importance to Assad 

and his Russian allies, have prevented the central Syrian 

government from recognizing any Kurdish autonomy over 

these areas. While the Syrian Kurds are now in talks with 

Assad to protect them from Turkish advances, general 

Kurdish military success against ISIS (e.g. Battle of Kobane) 

has caused the Syrian government to further fear their Kurdish 

population. Meanwhile, discrimination of the Kurds used to 

be due to ethnic differences (seen in Arab resettlement in 

Kurdish areas), while current opposition to the Kurds is based 

mostly on fear of YPG military power and preventing a 

general Kurdish land grab. Internally, the Syrian Kurdish 

groups are not as divided as Iraq’s Kurdish political scene, but 

tension remains between the PYD and the Kurdish National 

Council. Similar to Iraq’s Kurdistan region, there are 

complaints of authoritarian behavior and corruption within 

Rojava, exemplifying the harmful tendencies towards 

strongmen rule in Kurdish autonomous regions. 

 The Kurds in Iran were unique from the others in that 

divisions amongst themselves was fairly minimal, and the 

Iranian government had the most control over the Kurds 

compared to Turkey, Iraq or Syria. The large participation in 

Iranian elections, in conjunction with the strength of the 

Iranian government and the complicated but decent relations 

with the Kurds, makes the Iranian Kurds the least threatening 

of the four nations discussed. The chances of an autonomous 

or independent Kurdish region emerging out of Iran is 

considerably unlikely, and the Iranian government actively 

opposes such goals in its own nation as well as abroad. 

Despite all of this, the Iranian government remains concerned 

and even slightly threatened by its Kurdish minority due to 

the developments of Kurdish movements in the region, as 

well as Iran’s long history of Kurdish rebellions and 

uprisings. After all, it was out of Iran that the first and only 

independent Kurdish states, the Republic of Mahabad, 

emerged and survived for eleven months. The effects of such 

a state are still felt in Iran and beyond, and the Kurdish desire 

for independence, despite being somewhat mitigated by 

religious divisions, remains high. Therefore, the primary 

hinderance to Kurdish autonomy and independence with 

regards to Iran have been almost exclusively external. The 

Iranian government is the ultimate obstacle for the Kurds, 

which stands in stark contrast to the Kurds of the other nations 

who experience a large amount of infighting and disunity 

about ideology, politics, desire for independence or 

autonomy, et cetera. The Iranian Kurds, while by no means 

entirely united, have not conflicted much with each other. The 

possibility remains of a more divided Iranian Kurdish people, 

mostly due to the fact that a significant portion of Iranian 

Kurds are Shi’a: about roughly a third. How united the Iranian 

Kurds will remain is up for debate, but there has not been 

much progress made in Iran towards any independence or 

large gain in autonomy, unlike the Kurds of other nations. 

 

Limitations 

 

 The main limitations of our study were time, current 

events, and access to information. We had under one semester 

to perform research on the relations of an entire ethnic group 

with four major countries in the Middle East, where there is a 

large diversity in government policies and an extremely 

dynamic situation which is constantly changing. During this 

time period, we also had heavy course loads to deal with, 

which meant we were not solely focused on this research and 

could not devote as much time to it as the topic deserves. We 

were also limited because the Kurdish situation is constantly 

changing – while we tried to focus on what is currently 

happening in the four countries, much of the scholarly work 

on the subject is at least a year old, so we were unable to use 

events that are happening at the time of this draft. This is 

exacerbated because government policies change slowly, so 

we could not account for policies that are being formed now 

during our research. For example, President Trump’s decision 

to withdraw military advisory troops from Syria will likely 

change the Kurdish situation there, which is a development 

we were unable to adequately analyze. Policies can also 

change drastically, which we cannot account for. We also had 

to deal with the knowledge that many of the actual policies 

and actions taken by the four governments in our case study 

are not public knowledge. While there is enough information 

to support our arguments, there is much information that we 



 

 

 

are not privy to, which affects our research and arguments, 

and could make our research irrelevant in the future. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Throughout this study, our results and findings have 

led us to conclude with confidence that the struggles faced by 

the Kurdish independence movement are largely due to 

external oppression by each of the four countries and a lack 

of cohesiveness and cooperation between different Kurdish 

political and militant parties. The Kurdish independence 

movement in Iran remains stagnant, however. In Turkey, 

military conflict between the government and the PKK has 

forced many Kurds to resort to a more diplomatic approach, 

voting more liberally to increase their representation in 

parliament, although this has fueled the PKK’s violent 

tendencies in their efforts to remain relevant. Iranian Kurds 

have been marginalized by the state regime, while occasional 

acts of terror and rebellion by Kurdish separatists have been 

consistently responded to with violent, heavy-handed 

repression, with state power used to quell any advances by the 

Kurdish population. While the Kurdish military success 

against ISIS in Syria and Iraq has shown the strength of 

Kurdish fighters, these military developments have proven to 

not be enough to overcome Iraqi forces (see the recapture of 

Kirkuk), or remain self-sufficient in the face of Turkish 

aggression and a U.S withdrawal of advisors (see recent 

Kurdish desperate moves reaching out to Assad while in need 

of protection). Because of these impediments, we came to the 

conclusion that it remains unfeasible for an independent 

Kurdistan to be recognized in all of its historical boundaries, 

although there is hope for continued autonomy in Iraq, and 

perhaps Syria in the short term. Meanwhile there are signs for 

increased political participation and representation in Turkey, 

while the movement in Iran has yet to make any significant 

progress for either increased political involvement or military 

autonomy in the face of the strong Islamic theocratic regime 

of Ali Khamenei and Rouhani.
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Introduction 

On September 11, 2001 a group of al-Qaeda 

operatives brought down New York’s World Trade Center. 

This attack catalyzed a dramatic shift in the United States’ 

military and foreign policy, redefining how the U.S. and its 

allies operate in the Middle East. In the nearly two decades 

since the events of 9/11, the region has seen a surge in 

violence from invasions, insurgent groups, and civil war. 

Even the very economic and political fabric of the Middle 

East has become unrecognizable from what it was at the turn 

of the millennium, shaped by years of deal making, coalition 

building, and shifting alliances.  

In the midst of this atmosphere of change, states 

across the Middle East have had to adapt to unexpected 

developments, in the hopes of geopolitical gain or, at the very 

least, to safeguard their interests. This paper will examine 

how the relationship between Israel and Saudi Arabia, two of 

the United States’ most important allies in the Middle East, 

has changed, if at all, in the wake of 9/11 and the events that 

followed. Of particular interest to our analysis is how these 

two nations, who maintain an open, often hostile rivalry, have 

responded to the actions of their mutual enemy, Iran. Iran, 

which Israel and Saudi Arabia both view as an “existential 

threat” to their statehood, has carved out an increasingly large 

sphere of influence directly at odds with that of Israel and 

Saudi Arabia. The tumult in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon has been 

a notable source of opportunity for Iran, with Iran directly 

supporting insurgent groups and political blocs across the 

Levant. Saudi Arabia and Israel have also faced very different 

economic priorities and internal politics than they did prior to 

9/11, affecting certain aspects of their foreign policy goals in 

regard to each other and the world at large. 

 

 

 

Review of the Literature 

 

Saudi Arabia and Iran 

Hassan Ahmadian of Survival (2018) describes how 

the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran started in the first 

place. Ahmadian asserts that antagonisms between the two 

countries, which began after the 1979 Iranian revolution, were 

inevitable given their posture in the region. After a war 

between Iran and its (at the time) Saudi-backed neighbor Iraq, 

competition over the world oil market and Iranian support for 

groups in Syria, Yemen, and elsewhere have all but solidified 

the antagonistic relationship between Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

Ahmadian goes on to say the United States was essential in 

forming this relationship. He asserts that the United States’ 

deep ties to Saudi Arabia, and President Trump’s recent anti-

Iran push, have pulled Iran and Saudi Arabia further apart 

than they otherwise would be. 

Important insights into the relationship between 

Saudi Arabia and Israel can also be found by analyzing Saudi 

Arabia’s interactions with Iran. In World Affairs, Michael 

Totten (2016) argues that a new era of Saudi-Israeli 

cooperation has emerged in light of recent threats from Iran. 

As the Sunni states of the Arab world have quarreled with 

Israel over Palestine, Iran has grown in strength and ambition. 

Totten states that Israel/Palestine is no longer the most 

important issue facing Sunni, Saudi-aligned countries. 

Rather, the Saudis and their allies have come to recognize that 

“any military threat to their governments comes from the 

Iranians and not the Israelis right now.” Totten goes on to 

clarify that the new Saudi-Israeli cooperation is, for the 

moment, mostly limited to increased dialogue between the 

two states and greater mutual recognition of territorial claims. 

Elie Podeh of The Middle East Journal (2018) adds 

further clarification to the nature of the Saudi-Israeli 

relationship. According to Podeh, the Saudi policy towards 

Israel has, since Israel’s inception, hinged on pragmatism. 

Saudi Arabia and Israel: A New Power Bloc in the Middle East. 
 

Sarah Abdelbaki, Luke Dillingham, and Ramsey Nofal 

 
This study examines the extent to which the relations of Saudi Arabia and Israel have evolved in the 21st century following 

the attacks of September 11th, 2001 on the United States. Several case studies were conducted on variables ranging from 

economic transactions, military relations, and political cooperation. Information on direct trade between the states, including 

official and unofficial data, were collected along with data on imports, exports, and common trading partners in order to 

analyze changes in economic relations. Furthermore, this case study tracked changes in public opinion among Saudi Arabian 

and Israeli citizens along with a measure of the correlation between the value of United States arms sales to each country. 

Finally, available information on formal and informal meetings between the two countries were gathered to assess changes 

in political relations. After completing these tests, the results showed that the economic ties between the two countries 

continued to improve after the time of the Arab Spring in 2011. Political bonds between the two states are relatively stable 

according to the data, which also suggests that they are brought closer by ties with the United States and tension with Iran. 

To add, an exponential increase of arms sales by the United States was correlated with a statistically significant increase in 

the quantity of meetings between Israel and Saudi Arabia. Finally, the findings demonstrate that Saudi Arabia is currently 

establishing an alliance with Israel as a strategy to create a stable investment platform as Saudi Aramco plans to move forward 

with an IPO in the coming years. 
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Though outward Saudi rhetoric routinely vilifies Israel, 

internal actions make it clear that Saudi Arabia is more than 

willing to work with Israel when the two countries share 

common objectives. Podeh goes on to mention that the recent 

thaw in Saudi-Israeli relations has been motivated by a 

practical interest in hindering Iranian ambitions, which 

threaten to usurp Saudi Arabia and Israel as the dominant 

powers in the Middle East. Iran’s support of militant groups 

in Lebanon and Syria, along with its nuclear ambitions, make 

apparent the rationale behind practical cooperation between 

Israel and Saudi Arabia. Kevin Ivey (2018) provides yet 

greater detail into how Iran has influenced Saudi policies 

toward Israel. Ivey suggests that Saudi Arabia has begun to 

open up its airspace to Israeli planes in an effort to ensure that 

Israeli bombers and other military aircraft can make it to 

Iranian territory. 

  

Saudi-Israeli Relations   

Though there is a general consensus among scholars 

that Saudi-Israeli relations have thawed in recent years, the 

exact causes of this thaw and the direction that relations will 

proceed in the future remain somewhat unclear. Carl Bloice 

(2013) of Foreign Policy in Focus argues that the partnership 

of Saudi Arabia and Israel against Iran is motivated less by a 

fear toward Iranian nuclear ambitions and present military 

actions, but by a fear of the easing of tensions between the 

United States and Iran (in the form of greater economic 

cooperation between the U.S. and Iran and a softer military 

stance by the U.S. toward Iran). According to Bloice, the 

governments of Saudi Arabia and Israel, worried by the 

instability promoted by Iranian-backed militia groups, believe 

that the JCPOA, an agreement whereby Iran will slow its 

nuclear technology program in exchange for fewer Western 

sanctions, will merely free up resources for Iran to support 

such groups (thereby fueling instability and violence). Even 

though the JCPOA seems to favor US interests, it does not 

support the Saudi-Israeli goal of an economically crushed and 

militarily impotent Iran. It is worth noting that Bloice’s 

arguments date to Obama-era US foreign policy. 

Like Bloice, The Economist contends that Saudi 

Arabia and Israel were drawn together by US foreign policies 

that seemed favorable to Iran. Plans like the JCPOA have led 

Israel and the Saudis to question the United States’ 

commitment to their Middle Eastern allies (The Economist, 

2015). 

Scholar Elie Podeh (2018) details the historical ebb 

and flow of relations between Saudi Arabia and Israel. From 

essentially the foundation of Israel, Saudi policy toward Israel 

has been based on pragmatic interests, hidden behind a veneer 

of anti-Jewish, anti-Zionist rhetoric. Podeh cites the Arab 

Peace Initiative (API) as an earnest, practical effort by the 

Saudi Kingdom to improve its relations with Israel. The API, 

initially proposed by the Saudi Crown Prince, entailed Israel 

giving up most of its Palestinian settlements in return for the 

establishment of normal relations between the Arab states and 

Israel. Israel, however, ultimately rejected the API when 

Saudi involvement in anti-Jewish terrorist attacks became 

known. Podeh goes on to mention a shared interest in 

countering Iranian influence as the primary catalyst of recent 

improvements in the Saudi-Israeli relationship. This 

sentiment is shared in ValueWalk (2017), which argues that 

mutual action against the Iranian threat could lead to a new, 

moderate Arab-Israeli alliance. 

      In Building Security in the Persian Gulf, Robert 

Hunter (2010) argues that some of the fundamental 

disagreement that may exist between Saudi Arabia and Israel 

arises not from a failure to share mutual goals, but by a lack 

of consensus on how to meet those goals. Hunter describes 

how Israel and the US favor incremental steps to peace, such 

as in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, whereas Saudi Arabia 

believes in a more “all-at-once” approach (such as the API). 

Jacob Abadi (2019) argues that even though the relationship 

between Saudi Arabia and Israel has seen substantial 

improvement in recent years, the two countries’ diplomatic 

ties will not normalize until the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is 

resolved. 

  

Saudi-US Relations   

A substantial amount of research has been conducted 

to study the progression of Saudi-Arabian and American 

relations over time. In his work, the scholar David Ottaway 

(2009) goes into some detail on the history of Saudi Arabia 

and America’s affairs post World War II. Ottaway claimed 

the two sides had a “special relationship” as America took 

advantage of oil found in Saudi deserts in the 1930’s. 

However, the majority of his research focuses on this 

relationship after the attacks on 9/11 and considers the role 

that Saudi Arabia played in the event. Based on a decade-old 

analysis of events in the region, he explains that the Saudi 

Arabian royal family no longer wishes to function under 

America’s political influence but instead desires to form its 

own ties with other regional powers. Ottaway supports this 

with political events involving American involvement in Iraq 

around the turn of the century and economic tension involving 

Saudi Arabian oil supply. Similarly, this scholar focuses on 

common interests in Saudi-American relations, with a focus 

on the free exportation of oil. He makes a connection to shared 

goals for the situation in Israel-Palestine but points out the 

disagreement in deciding how exactly these goals should be 

achieved (Ottaway, 2009). 

      In some sections, David Ottaway’s work attempts to 

break down the Saudi perspective on these issues, a concept 

supported by the research of other scholars in the field. As 

opposed to the work of Ottaway, the research of John Duke 

Anthony (1979) provides the specific Saudi Arabian 

perspective on 20th century events in the region. He identifies 

the strength of American presence in the country in the late 

1900’s, discussing old American plans for improving Saudi 

infrastructure, American work on defense-related projects, 

and their easy access to Saudi petroleum reserves. Although 

the scholar John Duke Anthony provides an older view on 

Saudi Arabian and American relations as he wrote in the late 



 

 

 

20th century, the vast majority of scholarly research on Saudi-

American relations are grounded in their relationship post-

9/11. Similar to the work of David Ottaway, the more modern 

scholar Gawdat Bahgat (2003) writes about the strains on 

these relations in terms of opposing actions in the Arab-Israeli 

conflict, American oil-dependence, and militant Islam in the 

region. Scholar Emma Ashford (2018) has a broader and 

more modern perspective on America’s approach to Middle 

Eastern affairs. She contributes to the work of David Ottaway 

from 2009, who predicted that Saudi Arabia would try to 

disconnect from large amounts of American influence, by 

mentioning America’s new adjustments to maintain control of 

Middle Eastern oil fields. Ashford observes that American 

military presence may not be suitable for accomplishing this 

task. Furthermore, the scholar points out possible tension 

between America and Saudi Arabia in the wake of a new 

“anti-Iranian axis” forming between Turkey, Israel, and Saudi 

Arabia. 

  

Saudi Goals 

A broad range of research exists on the political and 

economic goals of Saudi Arabia. Scholar John Duke Anthony 

(1979) goes into great detail on their changing ideals in the 

mid-20th century and paints them as an important mediator in 

the region at the time. He focuses on their positive role 

following the civil war in Yemen in the 1960’s and in the 

ongoing Arab-Israeli conflict, and says Saudi Arabia supplied 

billions in aid to its neighbors and allies. Regarding Saudi 

Arabia’s specific goals and concerns, Anthony speaks to the 

concept of Islam and Arab solidarity playing a major role in 

determining their foreign policy, along with their call for 

Israel to withdraw from occupied territories. 

The research of Elie Podeh (2014) covers a 

completely different aspect of this issue, looking at Saudi 

Arabian goals in the Arab-Israeli conflict in the early 21st 

century. Podeh mentions the opposition of Saudi Arabia 

regarding Israeli treatment towards Palestinians, which the 

scholar uses to support the idea of the country trying to come 

off as a “loyal American ally.” However, this opposes the 

claims of both scholars David Ottaway (2009) and Gawdat 

Bahgat (2003) who stress that Saudi Arabia no longer cares to 

maintain an especially strong relationship with the United 

States. Furthermore, Podeh suggests that the Saudi 

government looks to bring stability to the region, specifically 

in response to the escalating situation in Israel/Palestine and 

wants to be the leading actor in this cause (Podeh, 2014). 

Here, Podeh draws on the work of Joseph Kostiner (2009), 

who describes the attempts of Saudi Arabian leaders to reach 

this goal by particularly intending to solve the situation in 

Israel/Palestine. His research covers a range of events wherein 

Saudi Arabia headed mediation between parties beginning in 

the 1960’s with Israeli presence in the Suez Canal. 

  

Israel and Iran 

      Traditionally, Iran has often been seen by many in 

Israel as the greatest existential threat to its survival.  This 

position is held by scholars such as Kaye, Nader, and Roshan 

(2011), who claim that the threat of Iranian mid-range 

missiles is currently a serious danger.  They also cite the 

potential threat of a nuclear Iran to Israeli security and 

prestige in the region.  Some Israeli security analysts believe 

that a negative perception of Israel in the country or in the 

region due to advances by Iran could pose an existential threat 

to Israel (Kaye, Nader, and Roshan, 2011).  Iranian support of 

insurgent groups, such as Hezbollah and Hamas, has been 

considered the largest threat to Israeli interests in the region 

currently.  This is due to the fact that unlike Iranian nuclear 

weapons, these groups actually exist and can contest Israel 

along its borders.  

      There is a belief that the increasing threat of a 

nuclear Iran may actually bring together Israel and Saudi 

Arabia as it becomes a mutual threat.  Scholars such as Abadi 

and Ivey have noted their increasing cooperation to stifle the 

growth of Iran as a regional power.  This included Saudi 

funding of Mossad operations against Iranian nuclear 

scientists, which suggests that the two are willing to work 

together on security operations (Abadi, 2019).  The Saudis are 

also likely to allow Israeli aircraft to fly through their airspace 

for missions in Iran, allowing for greater flexibility of 

maneuvers and potential attack routes. However, the main 

concern for both Israel and Saudi Arabia in regard to Iran is 

its support of insurgent groups such as Hamas, Hezbollah, and 

the Houthis (Ivey, 2018).  When these threats are coupled with 

the often-hostile rhetoric of the Iranian regime, it often serves 

to push these two nations together.  

      Some critics of Israel’s security rhetoric claim that 

the threat of Iran is intentionally overstated for political 

reasons.  Gareth Porter argues that Israel doesn’t consider Iran 

to be a serious security threat, but instead uses Iran as a means 

to achieve its goals in the region (2015).  The most prominent 

of these examples comes in Palestine, where Netanyahu has 

stated that Iran must be dealt with before there is any hope of 

peace there.  There is also evidence of the use of Iran as a 

political tool, because during his time in office, Netanyahu 

has twice reversed his position on Iran’s threat level to Israel 

for political means (Porter, 2015).  Precisely by claiming that 

Iran is a greater threat than it actually is, Israel is able to take 

extraordinary means to stop Iran from taking actions to gain 

strength and influence in the region.  A potential alliance with 

Saudi Arabia would further serve to limit Iranian options in 

the Middle East, smothering any chances of power projection 

and political growth. 

  

Israeli-US Relations 

The United States has long been Israel’s strongest 

and most impactful ally.  Scholars like Ashford have stressed 

the United States’ interventionist policies in the Middle East 

as having a dominating effect in the Middle East, which has 

enabled Israel to take decisive military actions, such as the 

occupation of Palestine (2018).  The role of the United States 

as the hegemon of the Middle East since the 1990s has shaped 

regional geopolitical relations (Ashford, 2015).  Traditionally, 



 

 

 

the US-Israeli alliance has been considered strong, but due to 

recent changes, some in Israel fear that changes in US 

domestic priorities may result in a weakened alliance. 

This has led to a greater need for Israel to create new 

alliances in the Middle East, with Saudi Arabia seeming to be 

the most likely option (“New Frenemies”, 2015).  There are 

even claims that Netanyahu is actively seeking an alliance 

with the Saudis despite the rejection of the standing offer of 

the Arab Peace Initiative (API) by the Arab League (“New 

Frenemies”).  The current scholarship seems to present 

inconsistencies on the motives of the Israeli leadership for 

regional alliances and cooperation. 

  

Israeli Goals 

      In Israeli politics, due to the pressures of outside 

nations and insurgent groups, a grand coalition is often 

formed. Stinnett claims this is due to the both real and 

perceived existential threats to the survival of the nation, 

which is apparent in Israeli policy decisions (2007).  The 

grand coalition formed often creates center-right to right-wing 

policies, especially since Benjamin Netanyahu’s rise to 

power.  This often leads to an expansionist foreign policy 

towards its neighbors as seen in the occupation of Palestine, 

Gaza, the West Bank, and the Golan Heights.  This attitude is 

one of the key attributes of Israeli policy that has hindered 

relations between itself and Arab nations.  This is because 

even if the majority of Arab nations are ambivalent towards 

the plight of Palestine, it is still politically unpopular to 

remove support for its independence.   

      As mentioned by Podeh, the Arab Peace Initiative of 

2002 was an offer that would have formally ended conflicts 

between Israel and the Arab nations (2018).  However, Prime 

Minister Sharon was unwilling to accept the deal due to its 

implications for Israel’s annexation of Palestine.  The lack of 

flexibility over Jerusalem is at the center of the historical 

conflict between Israel and the Arab world, and in any 

alliance, Palestine will be non-negotiable. 

Research from the mid to late-20th century goes into 

great depth on affairs involving Saudi Arabia and Israel in 

relation to the economy and security of the United States. 

Some information in regard to common goals involving Iran 

also exists in the field. However, even in more modern work, 

there continues to be a lack of sources that discuss direct 

economic, social, and political relations between the two 

states. It is possible that due to the recency of certain events, 

there is no solid research about the opening up and 

formalization of economic exchanges between the two 

countries. Furthermore, some information is available on 

Saudi Arabian sentiments on the Arab-Israeli conflict, but this 

still only provides a vague idea of the state of their relations. 

Even less information exists on related issues that uncovers 

the Israeli perspective on Saudi Arabian action.  
 

 

 

Methodology 

 

This paper will assess the relationship between Israel 

and Saudi Arabia from political, economic, and military 

perspectives. The first case study will track economic 

relations between Saudi Arabia and Israel through gathering 

information on official and unofficial trading. Because there 

is likely no concrete data on direct trade, articles available 

about unofficial meetings between the two states on economic 

transactions will be compiled and analyzed. The results will 

include information on the imports, exports, and trading 

partners of Israel and Saudi Arabia. Significant growth values 

of trade of each state between other countries in the past five 

years will be mentioned, as well. 

Additionally, an analysis of the changes in public 

opinion in both Saudi Arabia and Israel since 2001 will be 

conducted. This will help to establish a basis for changes in 

each country’s policies toward one another, and it will also 

include public opinion in each country that relates to the threat 

of Iran, since the perception of increasing Iranian threats and 

increasing U.S. support for Iran could lead to support for an 

alliance. The results will include a Chi-Squared analysis of 

the correlation between the value of United States arms sales 

to each country and a separate Chi-Squared analysis will be 

conducted for the frequency of formal and informal meetings 

between Saudi Arabia and Israel. This will be done in an 

attempt to measure the impact of the United States’ affairs in 

each country on negotiations between Israel and Saudi 

Arabia. 

 Due to the lack of formal relations between the two 

nations, there will also be some qualitative case studies of past 

failed agreements as well as current actions such as the 

movement of diplomats into Gulf Countries such as the 

United Arab Emirates. Finally, this paper will assess if Iranian 

developments have significantly influenced the relationship 

between Saudi Arabia and Israel in the years after 9/11. We 

will analyze the correlation between Iranian military spending 

and meetings/agreements between Israel and members of the 

Gulf Cooperation Council.  Similar to the previous study on 

U.S. involvement with Israel and Saudi Arabia, these case 

studies aim to assess changes in relations of the two states 

through looking at aligning political actions with regional 

powers.   
 

Results and Findings 

 

Economic Relations Between Saudi Arabia and Israel 

Information on economic transactions directly 

between Israel and Saudi Arabia is very limited, especially 

around the turn of the century. Around 2005, Saudi Arabia 

received pressure to end their longtime boycott against Israel 

as a condition for joining the World Trade Organization. 

Saudi Arabia continued to express support for these boycotts 

in conferences on the issue until the spring of 2006 when the 

United States increased pressure on them to stop (Arab-Israeli 

Cooperative Enterprise, 2018). Little data is provided on 



 

 

 

economic affairs between the two countries through the 

beginning of the Arab Spring, but an article released in 2012 

states that the Israeli economy “quietly thrives” from its work 

in Saudi Arabia. The article explains that Israel exports 

technological goods for plastics (Sadeh, 2012). Later in 2015, 

tensions rose when Saudi Arabia rejected to import Iron 

Dome rocket defense technology to combat neighboring 

forces in Yemen (The Times of Israel, 2015). However, a 

report in 2016 claimed that Saudis bought drones from Israel 

(RT, 2016). In 2017, news about a deal between Saudi Arabia 

and Israel became public that would loosen trade and 

communication restrictions and give Israel permission to 

enter Saudi Arabia’s airspace (Mekay, 2017). The most recent 

news in late 2018 regarding this topic involves Saudi Arabia, 

along with Egypt, pushing other Arab countries to open up to 

trade with Israel (PressTV, 2018).  

 Finding similarities in the trading patterns of Saudi 

Arabia and Israel is another channel used to track their 

economic relations. Currently, 65% of Saudi Arabia’s exports 

include crude oil, along with plastics and certain chemical 

products. Their growth value of trade of crude oil decreased 

significantly in the past five years, but this trend flipped in 

early 2018 when growth value became strongly positive. A 

similar trend is seen in the exportation of plastics. Saudi 

Arabia imports a large variety of products, ranging from 

technological products, transportation, chemical products, 

and metals. While cars continue to hold a negative growth 

value over the past five years, products including refined 

petroleum and barley drastically flipped from strongly 

negative growth values over the last five-year period to 

holding positive growth values in the last year (Simoes, Saudi 

Arabia, 2018). On the other hand, Israel’s exports include 

diamonds, technology, and chemical products. The growth 

value of trade for diamonds changed from a positive growth 

value over the past five years to a strongly negative growth 

value over the last year. Israeli mostly imports certain types 

of technologies, transportation, diamonds, and mineral 

products. The growth value for importation of integrated 

circuits has become less negative in the last year, while this 

value has changed from a strongly negative trend in five years 

to a positive trend in the past year for refined petroleum 

(Simoes, Israel, 2018). 

Regarding large trading partners of each state, Saudi 

Arabia mainly exports to the United States, along with China, 

India, South Korea, Japan, Singapore and various countries in 

Europe. Their growth values of trade with each of these listed 

countries in Asia and the United States saw a significant 

change from negative to positive from the past five years 

compared to data from early 2018. Saudi Arabia imports from 

the United States, China, and various locations in Europe, and 

while the growth value of trade amongst most countries 

changed from negative to positive in the past year, this value 

remains strongly negative regarding trade with the United 

States (Simoes, Saudi Arabia, 2018). Israel’s exports mostly 

flow to China, Japan, India, South Korea, and the United 

States. While growth value of exportation generally became 

more positive over the last year between Israel and states like 

China and the United Kingdom, this value flipped from 

positive to strongly negative since early 2018 with the United 

States. Additionally, Israel mostly imports good from China, 

the United States, and several countries in Europe. Growth 

values for this variable stayed relatively constant from early 

2018 with Israel’s top import origins including the United 

States with a negative growth value and China and 

Switzerland with positive growth values (Simoes, Israel, 

2018).  

 

Timeline of noteworthy interactions between Israel and 

Saudi Arabia/Gulf states (see Appendix A) 

 

Public Opinion Polls 

 From 1994 to 2018, there appears to have been a 

general decline in the willingness of the Israeli population to 

consider peace with the Arab world over Palestine. This trend 

was apparent before the events of 9/11 and the subsequent 

actions of the United States within the Middle East, which 

suggests that this is not a driving factor in the public opinion 

of the Israeli population. There also appears to have been a 

few fluctuations in public opinion on the Negotiations Index 

following the events of the Arab Spring. However, this does 

not transition into longer term changes in public opinion 

trends.  

 The Oslo Index details the changes in Israeli support 

for a peace deal based around the Oslo Accords signed in 

1993. This also shows a continued decline in public support 

from 1994-2008.  Following 2008, there is no existing polling 

data on this issue, so it is impossible to say with certainty that 

the support for the Oslo Accords would not have been 

impacted by the Arab Spring. However, by looking at the 

results of the Negotiation Index, it seems unlikely that support 

for the Oslo Accords would have increased following the 

Arab Spring.  The popularity of the Oslo Accords in Israel 

also seems to be a moot point, due to the continued occupation 

of Palestinian territory following the signing of the Oslo 

Accords, which was one of the main causes of the Second 

Intifada (Pressman).  Following the neglect of the terms of the 

agreement by the Israeli government and the violence of the 

Second Intifada, it was clear that the terms of the Oslo Accord 

would not be honored, so measurement of public opinion on 

the subject was pointless. 

Analysis of public opinion polls in both Saudi 

Arabia and Israel showed a general decline in fears of war 

with each other.  This coincides with fears of a nuclear Iran 

and its potential increasing influence in the Middle East 

(Israeli Public Opinion Polls, 2017).  In Israel this manifests 

itself in the success of Netanyahu and the Likud Party in the 

positioning of Iran as a military threat to justify military 

actions within the region (Porter, 2015).  There are still hostile 

attitudes among the Israeli general public, especially among 

Israeli Jews towards Arabs due to the Israeli occupation of 

Palestinian territory (The Peace Index, 2018).  Among the 

general population, a majority of the Israeli population still 



 

 

 

opposed negotiations with Palestine, with 44.8% percent of 

the general population holding a favorable position towards 

negotiations as of June 2017 (The Peace Index).  There has 

also been a softening of public opinion towards the 

intervention of Arab Nations, such as Saudi Arabia aiding in 

negotiations with Palestine, with 51.8% of the Israeli general 

public holding positive opinions toward this (The Jewish 

Virtual Library, 2017).  This shows that positive views among 



 

 

 

Israelis towards other Arab nations is still possible even 

though there are negative attitudes towards Palestine. 

         However, Palestine has become a decreasing 

concern for many Arab nations in recent years, and this trend 

is not expected to change in Saudi Arabia under the rule of 

Mohammad Bin-Salman.  As of 2015, less than 20% of the 

Saudi population viewed Israel as the greatest threat to the 

nation (Arab/Muslim Public Opinion, 2015).  Similar to 

attitudes in Israel, the majority of Saudis view Iran as the 

largest threat to them in the region (Arab/Muslim Public 

Opinion, 2015).  This shows the emergence of a common 

enemy for the two, at least in the view of the respective public 

of each nation. 
 
United States Arms Sales and Meetings 
 The United States is the world’s largest weapons 

maker and exporter, providing nearly one third of global arms 

exports (Browne, Cohen, and Brown 2016).  Nearly one half 

of these arms go to countries in the Middle East (Dehghan 

2018).  In recent years, the United States has increasingly sold 



 

 

 

arms to Saudi Arabia.  The Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute measures these arms sales in Trend 

Indicator Value (TIV), which rather than showing the pure 

raw cost of arms purchases is intended to show the transfer of 

military power. As a result, the values of used or refurbished 

arms or munitions sold is decreased to show how this wear 

differentiates the combat value compared to when it was new. 

TIV does not directly show the spending power of different 

nations, rather attempts to show the strategic value of arms 

purchases in dollar amounts.  The TIV of United States arms 

exports to Israel from 2001-2018 shows a consistent and 

gradual decline.  When this is modeled with a linear 

regression line, the correlation coefficient is relatively low 

with an R value of .002, however when the trend line is 

polynomial with degree 10, the R value increases to .919.   

 On the other hand, the modelling of the increases in 

the TIV of US arms sales to Saudi Arabia show a nearly 

perfect exponential growth, with a R value of .9063.  The start 

of these large-scale increases began in 2014 with a TIV jump 

of $804 million. United States arms sales to Saudi Arabia 

have continued to grow exponentially in the following years, 

partially due to the $110 billion arms deal signed between the 

two nations in 2017 (David 2017).  This places Saudi Arabia 



 

 

 

comfortably in the position of the largest arms importer both 

from the US and in the world.   

The connection between US arms sales to Saudi 

Arabia, and the meetings between Saudi Arabia and Israel is 

hard to deny.  A chi squared analysis of meetings from 2001-

2013 and those from 2014-2018 show statistically significant 

differences at a .999 significance level with a χ2 value of 

141.34 with 3 degrees of freedom.  The null value for 

expected meetings in previous years was .7 per year.  This 

shows that following 2014 and the TIV increase of $804 

million, meetings between the Saudis and Israelis also 

increased significantly.   
These meetings would be considered the prerequisite 

steps to an alliance.  Recent signs of improving relations 

include actions such as the Israeli sale of their Iron Dome 

Missile Defense technology to the Saudis and the reports of 

secret meetings that resulted in the $250 million sale of Israeli 

intelligence technology to the Saudis (Helmhold, 2018). In 

the publication of these meetings, it was also stated that the 

United States has pushed for closer relations between the two 

countries, including “broad military cooperation” (Helmhold, 

2018).  This shows the influence of the United States as an 

intermediary between the two nations and its role in a 

potential alliance between Saudi Arabia and Israel. 

 
Discussion 

 

Although no entirely conclusive data exists on direct 

trade between Israel and Saudi Arabia, multiple reports on 

unofficial transactions prove that economic relations have 

improved since the end of the Arab Spring. A strong indicator 

of this trend in the data was the recent push by Saudi Arabia 

alongside Egypt in encouraging other Arab countries to open 

up to trade with Israel (PressTV, 2018). Directly following 

the Arab Spring, a report claimed that the Israeli economy 

“quietly thrived” from its work in Saudi Arabia (Sadeh, 

2012). Although the two states have become relatively more 

open about their relations since then, it is unclear why 

conclusive evidence of direct trade does not yet exist.  

 Furthermore, the results include data on a drastically 

positive switch in the growth value for importing refined 

petroleum to Israel in the past year. Concurrently, Saudi 

Arabia’s growth value for exporting refined petroleum went 

from a negative to strongly positive value over the last year. 

Additional research found that Saudi Arabia exports refined 

petroleum to the United Kingdom, Singapore, France, 

Belgium-Luxembourg, Spain, South Korea, and Italy, while 

Israel imports this product mainly from the United Kingdom 

and Singapore along with Russia, Switzerland, and the United 

States (Simoes, Israel, 2018) (Simoes, Saudi Arabia, 2018). 

Although it is not certain that there is a direct relationship 

between these points, it is a significant connection to be made.  

Our evidence suggests that the governments of Israel 

and Saudi Arabia maintain a general policy of neutrality and 

cooperation toward one another, motivated by pragmatic self-

interest. Over the course of their interactions, which stretch 

back to the founding of the Israeli state, the only periods of 

open, unambiguous hostility took place prior to the mid-

1970s. Notably, Saudi Arabia supported the anti-Israeli 

coalition through a small contingent of expeditionary military 

forces during the 1973 Yom Kippur War (OBallance, 1979). 

Even before this military excursion, however, there is 

considerable evidence to suggest that Saudi Arabia has never 

viewed Israel as a legitimate threat. In the late 1960s, for 

example, Saudi Arabia and Israel participated in nominal 

economic cooperation through the continued operation of the 

Trans-Arabian Oil pipeline, which ran from Saudi Arabia, 

through the Israeli-occupied Golan heights, into Lebanon. 

Moreover, Saudi Arabia’s King Faisal expressed some 

interest in forming a direct dialogue with the Israeli leadership 

at the time. This tepid cooperation increased leading up to the 

Camp David Accords, with Saudi Arabia lifting its embargo 

on Israel in 1974 and Saudi leadership repeatedly attempting 

to build a greater dialogue with the Israeli state. It is worth 

noting, however, that Saudi Arabia maintained staunch anti-

Israeli rhetoric throughout the 1970s (Podeh, 2018). 

Cooperation between Saudi Arabia and Israel 

increased considerably in the early 1980s. In August of 1981, 

Prince Fahd issued a statement aiming to resolve the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict, the language of which suggested that 

Saudi Arabia recognized Israel as a state. Though Israel 

ultimately rejected Fahd’s initiative, even loose recognition 

of Israel by a Saudi official marks a dramatic shift in the 

rhetorical norm of the kingdom. Later that year, Saudi Arabia 

and Israel participated in top secret diplomatic exchanges, 

facilitated by the U.S. (Podeh, 2018). This series of exchanges 

suggests that the cooperation between Israel and Saudi Arabia 

may be, at least in part, due to the fact that both of these 

nations are close allies of the United states. 

Throughout the 1990s, Israel and Saudi Arabia 

conducted a number of meetings, both public and private. 

Such meetings often concerned matters of intelligence, and 

often involved the U.S., signaling that these nations sought a 

shared intelligence-gathering community composed of their 

respective intelligence organizations. The conflict between 

Israel and Palestine was also a frequent topic of consideration 

in meetings between Israeli and Saudi officials, with many 

observers proposing that the conflict was a major roadblock 

to a full normalization of relations between Saudi Arabia and 

Israel. An important marker of partial normalization is the 

series of developments after the September 1993 Declaration 

of Principles. These developments include the abolishment by 

the GCC of most economic boycotts of Israel, the formation 

of a number of business agreements between elements in 

Israel and the GCC, and a sharp decline in anti-Israeli 

sentiment in the media of GCC nations, which all began in 

late 1993 (Podeh, 2018).  

The dynamic between Saudi Arabia and Israel in the 

post-9/11 Middle East largely hinges on the actions of Iran. 

Our data regarding meetings between Saudi Arabia and Israel 

show that the relations between the two nations tend to warm 

during episodes of Iranian expansion across the Middle East. 



 

 

 

Notably, as Iran began to take advantage of turmoil in Iraq 

and Syria following the invasion of Iraq and the Arab Spring 

to expand its military and political presence, Israeli and Saudi 

intelligence officials began to meet more frequently. Israel 

lessened its opposition to Western arms deals to Saudi Arabia, 

and, in one instance, Saudi officials agreed to permit Israel to 

use Saudi airspace in a theoretical strike against Iran (Podeh, 

2018; Kulish, 2011). We also found evidence that Israel and 

Saudi Arabia were willing to take steps to counter Iran in 

opposition to U.S. foreign policy changes toward Iran. 

Following the formation of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 

Action, an agreement between Iran and the U.S. which 

involved a lowering of sanctions against Iran in exchange for 

a drawdown in nuclear weapons research by Iran, Saudi 

officials engaged in a number of meetings between Israeli 

parliament members and intelligence personnel, ostensibly 

away from U.S. oversight (Podeh, 2018; Made, 2019; Abadi, 

2019; Staff, 2016). 

Following the increase of Saudi weapons purchases 

from the United States in 2014, meetings between Israel and 

Saudi Arabia have significantly increased.  This demonstrates 

the influence of the United States in the relations of the two 

countries. This is also apparent in the fact that the United 

States consistently gives around $3 billion per year to Israel 

in aid (U.S. Foreign Aid to Israel). The amount of US aid to 

Israel has not significantly increased following 2014, but the 

presence of it shows the level relationship between the two 

nations and the history of it. The increase in meetings signals 

an improvement in relations due to the sheer absence of 

formal relations before 2014.  The transition towards formal 

relations shows that Saudi Arabia is moving away from its 

previous policy of a political and economic boycott of Israel.  

These policy changes also come in the wake of the 

growing power of Mohammad Bin Salman (MBS) in Saudi 

politics. MBS’ announcements of political and economic 

reforms require stability in the region and outside investment 

to procure funding. He has taken steps to solidify his political 

position and legitimacy in Saudi Arabia through his media 

presence and strategic elimination of rivals. In 2017, a 

suspicious helicopter crash near the Saudi border with Yemen 

resulted in the death of eight of his critics and rivals, most 

prominently including Prince Mansour bin Muqrin (Saudi 

prince killed in helicopter crash, 2017). The suspicious 

circumstances of the crash have led to speculation that this 

was a move by MBS to remove political opposition.  Prince 

Muqrin was the previous heir to the throne prior to 2015, so 

if MBS was to be deemed illegitimate, Muqrin was a likely 

rival.  Several other opponents have been placed under house 

arrest. There is also the prominent case in the assassination of 

Jamal Khashoggi in 2018.  All of these events show the desire 

of MBS to ensure his political position in Saudi Arabia and 

minimize future challenges to his regime and political 

authority.  These events, ironic as they are now, were all 

attempts from MBS to minimize negative press and criticism 

of the regime and of his position as the Saudi Crown Prince. 

These events seem to lead to the announced initial 

public offering (IPO) of Saudi Aramco, which is valued at 

over $2 trillion (DiChristopher 2019). Bin Salman’s tour of 

the United States in 2018 served both to secure the massive 

weapons deal with the Trump administration, but also to set-

up meetings with potential US investors. MBS met with US 

billionaires such as Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates, Sergey Brin, and 

Richard Branson (Arango 2018).  To prepare for the IPO in 

2021, MBS laid the groundwork for investment. An alliance 

with Israel, the largest power in the Middle East other than 

Saudi Arabia would further his goal for stability leading up 

to the IPO.  

Positive relations with Israel also puts Saudi Arabia 

in a better position in the United States due to the history 

between the US and Israel. With the US positioned as the real 

hegemon of the Middle East due to their continued military 

presence and influence, it is arguably of greater importance 

for the Saudis to form positive relations with the US than any 

country actually in the Middle East. Through Israel, Saudi 

Arabia also gains an alliance in the region that ensures 

stability in the event of a removal of US troops from the 

Middle East. It also gives both Israel and Saudi Arabia the 

ability to work in conjunction to prevent the rise of Iran, 

although in reality Iran is not a real existential threat to the 

survival of either nation. Intelligence and military technology 

sharing between Israel and Saudi Arabia has improved the 

position of Saudi Arabia and also pushed the two closer 

together through the pressures of the United States 

(Helmhold, 2018). 

In recent years, both Israel and Saudi Arabia have 

worked to emphasize the dangers of Iran to their survival, 

while also striving to prevent actions to minimize this threat. 

This can be seen through the opposition of Benjamin 

Netanyahu to the JCPOA with Iran and the fear mongering 

about the continued existence of nuclear material in Iran 

(Sarlin, 2018). Netanyahu has also changed his position on 

the threat of Iran multiple times during his political career, 

each time to suit his political agenda (Stinnett, 2007). The 

Likud Party relies on the presence of a perceived existential 

threat to Israel to keep power, as Stinnett mentions, and the 

conservative nature of the Knesset relies upon the view that 

action is required for survival from outside pressures acting 

on Israel. In Saudi Arabia, this can also be seen in through the 

emphasis of Iranian interference in Iran to justify their 

military actions in Yemen. The reality is that neither country 

wants a true peaceful solution with Iran, as the threat that they 

actually create is relatively low. 

However, the ability for both Israel and Saudi Arabia 

to emphasize the dangers of Iran gives them a justification for 

their actions to maintain or increase their own power in the 

region. The emphasis of Iranian funding of Hamas in 

Palestine or of the Houthis in Yemen give justification for 

military action under the guise of self-defense. These 

campaigns have proved to be successful, as now the majority 

in both nations claim that Iran is the largest threat to their own 

survival (Arab/Muslim Public Opinion Polls 2015).  Iran does 



 

 

 

not have the resources to adequately challenge either Israel or 

Saudi Arabia militarily or economically. The combination of 

all of these factors along with the fact that Iran does not 

possess nuclear weapons means that any real conflict between 

Iran and Israel or Saudi Arabia would almost assuredly end in 

failure. Iranian funding of insurgent groups in the region may 

pose only a minor threat in this cause. 

The movement towards alliance between these two 

nations will create a shared dominance over the Middle East 

with the support of the United States. An alliance gives Israel 

the backing and legitimacy that comes from the largest and 

most powerful Arab nation, while preserving the threat of Iran 

for political uses. It also gives Saudi Arabia a platform for 

stability and investment for the 2021 IPO of Saudi Aramco, 

which is necessary to acquire the capital needed for the 

economic diversification and continued growth planned by 

Mohammad Bin Salman. 

 

Limitations 
 

Limited knowledge of the true number of meetings 

Due to the unofficial nature of the relationship 

between Saudi Arabia and Israel, it is nearly impossible to get 

an entirely accurate measure of meetings between the two 

countries.  This means that we relied on journalism rather than 

official announcements, and as a result of this it is likely that 

the true number of meetings is significantly higher than what 

is shown in this paper.  It is also possible that some of the 

reported meetings never occurred. However, the significant 

increase in reported meetings following 2014 suggests at least 

a nominal increase in the meetings between the two nations 

even if the true total number of meetings is higher than what 

is accounted for in this paper. 

TIV doesn’t perfectly show the true monetary value of 

arms sales 

The Trend Indicator Value of United States Arms 

sales to Israel and Saudi Arabia is not an accurate measure of 

the total monetary value of the purchases. This means that it 

should not be extrapolated and compared to the GDP of either 

nation or to total military spend, as they are different measures 

entirely.  This measure does however serve as a good measure 

of the strategic value gained from these purchases, which is 

more important for considering the reasons for alliances and 

the strategic possibilities created from the potential alliance.   

 

Lack of accurate public opinion polls in Saudi Arabia over 

a long period of time 

The lack of long-term, consistent polling in Saudi 

Arabia makes it difficult to analyze trends in Saudi public 

opinions. There are basic trends, but information from polling 

with consistent questions and proper sample sizes is not 

publicly available. 

 

Limited knowledge of trade 

Similar to knowledge of the number of meetings 

between Saudi Arabia and Israel, there is a lack of official, 

public relations between the two nations.  As a result of this, 

these are few economic transactions between the two that are 

measurable, and presumably many of those that did occur 

have not been reported. This means that any attempt to 

quantitatively measure transactions between the two is 

flawed. 
Conclusion 

 

By examining the relationship between Israel and 

Saudi Arabia following 2001, we were able to find several key 

factors demonstrating a movement towards an alliance 

between the two nations. Economic ties have significantly 

improved after the events of the Arab Spring, becoming more 

open to the public. Although the relationship is partially 

obscured, there is a growing trend towards more open 

economic relations. After 2014, diplomatic relationships have 

appeared to improve, as well. Additionally, the perceived 

threat of hostile Iranian foreign policy has strengthened 

political ties between Saudi Arabia and Israel without direct 

involvement of the United States. The two states appear to 

follow a policy of pragmatic cooperation, bolstered by 

frequent intelligence sharing. Finally, it seems that Saudi 

Arabia aims to establish itself as a stable investment platform 

in the Middle East by allying itself with Israel prior to the IPO 

of Saudi Aramco and the influx of foreign investments. As the 

United States serves both as a chief source of potential 

investments and as a dominant player in the Middle East, it 

has significant influence currently in Saudi politics and the 

formation of an alliance between Saudi Arabia and Israel. 
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Appendix 

 

Appendix A: Timeline of noteworthy interactions between Israel and Saudi Arabia/Gulf states 

For the purposes of this paper, we do not follow a strict definition of what constitutes a 

“noteworthy interaction” between Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the GCC. This section includes formal 

meetings, informal meetings, messages, and statements. The standard for each interaction is that it must 

have involved one or more officials/authorities from the governments of Israel, Saudi Arabia, or the 

GCC, and it must be indicative of either a policy shift, or a noticeable policy trend, of one of the entities 

involved. 

 

1967: Israel allows the Trans-Arabian Pipeline, which transported oil from Saudi Arabia to Lebanon, to 

continue to operate in the Golan Heights after the 1967 war (Podeh). 

 

1969: a former senior Israeli intelligence official cryptically claims that King Faisal delivered a message 

to Israel expressing interest in creating some form of dialogue in order to promote a settlement but that 

contact was not pursued by Saudi Arabia or Israel (Podeh).** 

 

April 1973: a US government cable indicates that Saudi intelligence chief Kamal Adham had told the 

US ambassador in Cairo that the Saudis did not regard eliminating Israel “as a legitimate aspiration” 

(Podeh). 

 

October 1973: Gulf states refuse to sell oil to states supporting Israel (this was during a war with Israel) 

(At this time, Iraq and Iran supposedly had more “regional power” than Saudi Arabia) (Stollman). 

 

March 1974: Saudi Arabia lifts embargo on Israel (Podeh). 

 

November 1976: A Saudi memo is sent to Israel for the purpose of establishing deeper diplomatic ties 

(Podeh).** 

 

December 1977: Saudi prince Fahd bin ‘Abd al- ‘Aziz sends a secret message to Israeli foreign minister 

Moshe Dayan in an attempt to establish direct covert contact with Israel. Israel rebuffs this message 

(Podeh).** 

 

August 1981: Prince Fahd announces an eight-point peace initiative to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

Certain wording of the initiative implied indirect recognition by Saudi Arabia of Israel as a state (for the 

first time in history). Israel, however, considers the initiative “a plot to destroy Israel’s existence” 

(Podeh). 

 

September 1981: indirect top secret diplomatic exchanges take place between Israel and Saudi Arabia, 

facilitated by the US (Podeh).** 

 

1990-1991: During the 1990/91 Gulf War, prince Fahd assures the US Secretary of State James Baker, 

who became the channel through which Israel and Saudi Arabia exchanged ideas, that if Israel were to 

defend itself against Iraq, Saudi Arabia would remain with the US-allied forces (Podeh).  

 

1991: Bandar Bin Sultan Al Saud, Saudi Arabia’s ambassador to the US, informs leaders of the 

American Jewish congress that Saudi Arabia would formally recognize Israel once a peaceful solution 

between Israel and Palestine had been reached (Podeh). 

 



 

 

1991-1992: Gulf states participate in peace talks concerning Israel and Palestine (Stollman).** 

 

October 1991: Prince Bandar bin Sultan, the Saudi ambassador to the US, represents the GCC at the 

Madrid Peace Conference. This is the first formal meeting of Israeli and Saudi officials (Podeh) 

(Stollman).** 

 

Late 1991: Uri Savir, director-general of the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, meets Bandar in 

Washington D.C (Podeh).** 

 

1992: Israeli deputy foreign minister Yossi Beilin meets his Saudi counterpart (Podeh).** 

 

1993: Saudi grand mufti Shaykh Bin Baz issues a fatwa in support of signing peace agreements with 

Israel (Podeh). 

 

September 1993: After signing the Declaration of Principles, the GCC begins to consider lifting the 

Arab trade boycott against Israel. Also, anti-Israeli sentiment in the media of GCC nations goes down, a 

number trade ventures begin between Israeli and the Gulfi firms, and the GCC abolishes the 2nd and 3rd 

Arab boycotts (so that only direct trade with Israel would be illegal) (Stollman).  

 

1994: Belin meets his Saudi counterpart in private, raising the issue of Saudi Arabia’s refusal to 

participate in Israeli-proposed regional environmental and agricultural projects (Podeh).**  

 

2000: Beginning in the early 2000s, Bandar conducts meetings with high-ranking Israeli officials to 

discuss mutual regional concerns (Podeh).** 

 

February 2002: Crown Prince ‘Abdullah presents a new initiative that offered full normalization of 

relations between the Arab states and Israel in exchange for Israeli withdrawal from the Occupied 

Territories (Podeh). 

 

June 2006: Saudi ambassador to US says that trade boycott of Israel will not end (Lake). 

 

September 2006: Mossad director Meir Dagan meets with Jordanian counterpart and the head of the 

Saudi National Security council as part of an intelligence-sharing initiative (Podeh).** 

 

March 2007: Israeli PM Olmert openly praises the Saudi King (Podeh). 

 

2010: In meetings between Dagan and Saudi officials, Saudis agree to permit Israel to use Saudi 

airspace in a theoretical strike against Iran. Former Israeli prime minister states that “Saudi Arabia sees 

Israel as a serious potential partner both militarily and economically” (Podeh).** 

 

July 2010: Saudi Prince Turki al-Faisal, a member of the Saudi royal elite, meets with Israeli Deputy 

Foreign Minister Danny Ayalon (Podeh).** 

 

July 2011: Israeli officials support German sale of tanks to Saudi Arabia (Kulish).  

 

2014-2015: Anwar Eshki, former Saudi general and head of the Center for Strategic Diplomatic Studies 

in Jeddah, and Dore Gold, who was just about to be nominated as director general of Israel’s Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, conduct a series of 5 meetings concerning Iran’s hostility in the region and the prospect 

of peace between Saudi Arabia and Israel (Podeh).** 



 

 

 

May 2014: Prince Turki meets with former Israeli Military Intelligence chief ‘Amos Yadlin (Podeh).** 

 

August 2014: Saudi foreign minister tells the World Assembly of Islamic Scholars in Jeddah that “We 

must reject planting hatred toward Israel and we should normalize relations with the Jewish State” 

(Abadi).  

 

2015-2018: Israeli security personnel meet with Saudi representatives (at least) 5 times in this time 

period (Abadi).** 

 

November 2015: UAE grants Israel formal permission to establish a diplomatic office in Abu Dhabi 

(Henderson). 

 

2016: a senior Saudi official allegedly participates in a secret summit in Jordan with US secretary of 

State John Kerry and Netanyahu, among other officials (Podeh).**  

 

2016: Eshki visits Israel, meeting Gold and several Knesset members in a highly publicized event 

(Podeh).**  

 

May 2016: Prince Turki meets with former Israeli National Security Council head Yaakov ‘Amidror 

(Podeh).** 

 

February 2016: Israeli TV channel alleges, and senior Israeli officials confirm, that secret meetings were 

being held between Saudi Arabia and Israel (Podeh).** 

 

April 2016: following an announcement of the return of the islands of Tiran and Sanafir to Saudi 

sovereignty, Saudi Arabia gives Israel assurances regarding freedom of passage in the Straits of Tiran 

(Podeh). 

 

July 2016: retired Saudi general leads delegation of businessmen and academics on a meeting with 

members of Israeli Knesset (Staff).**  

 

February 2019: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and a Saudi foreign minister both attend The 

Ministerial Effort to Promote a Future of Peace and Security in the Middle East in Warsaw (Made).** 

 

**Meetings and dialogues, formal and informal, which took place directly between representatives of 

Saudi Arabia and Israel. 

 

Number of meetings/agreements/exchanges between Saudi Arabia and Israel*: 

*a set of meetings of indeterminate quantity is regarded as two meetings. 

 

● 1967: 1 

● 1969: 1** 

● 1973: 1 

● 1974: 1 

● 1973: 1 

● 1976: 1** 

● 1977: 1 

● 1980: 1 



 

 

● 1981: 2** 

● 1990: 1 

● 1991: 5 ** 

● 1992: 5; 4** 

● 1993: 2 

● 1994: 1** 

● 2000: 2** 

● 2002: 1 

● 2006: 2; 1** 

● 2007: 1 

● 2010: 3** 

● 2011: 1 

● 2014: 7; 6** 

● 2015: 5** 

● 2016: 7; 6** 

● 2019: 1** 

 

Israel Public Opinion Polls (The Peace Index 1994-2017) 

Table 1. 

Month 

Negotiations 

Index Oslo Index Syria Index General Index 

 

2017     

June 44.8    

May 47.4    

April 46.2    

March 46.9    

February 45.3    

January 45.9    

2016     

December 47    

November 45.3    

October 48    

August 46.7    

July 46.5    

June 45.1    

May 46.7    

April 45.4    



 

 

March 44.8    

February 45.8    

January 45.4    

2015     

December 44.8    

November 46.7    

October 44.7    

September 41.9    

August 47.5    

July 49.7    

June 43.7    

May 47.9    

April 45.6    

March 45.2    

February 47.2    

January 43.8    

2014     

December 44.8    

November 46.7    

October 44.7    

September 41.9    

August 47.5    

July 49.7    

June 43.7    

May 47.9    

April 45.6    

March 45.2    

February 47.2    

January 

43.8 

(Jewish sample)    

2013     



 

 

December 46.1    

November 47.8    

October 46.5    

September 46.8    

August 48.9    

July 46.4    

June 48.1    

May 46.6    

April 48.5    

March --    

February 52.4    

January 52.1    

2012     

December 49    

November 43.6    

October 45.5    

September     

August 40.7    

July     

June 46.4    

May    46.3 

April    49.5 

March     

February    48.6 

January     

2011     

December 47    

November 47    

October 50    

September 49.6    

August 49.8    



 

 

July 49    

June 49.7    

May 47.4    

April     

March 47    

February 49    

January 50.6  36.6  

2010     

December 52.5    

November     

October 52.5    

September 51.3    

August 54.2    

July     

June     

May 46.3    

April 57.6    

March 56.3    

February     

January 54.1    

2009     

December 52.4    

November 50.3    

October 54.3    

September 51.4    

August     

July 52.3    

June     

May     

April     

March 50.4    



 

 

February 50.3    

January 50.4    

2008     

December     

November 51  37.8  

October 49.3  35  

September     

August     

July     

June     

May     

April     

March     

February 44.1 30.1   

January 42.9 32.8   

2007     

December 49.7 34.7   

November 50.7 36.9   

October 53.3 40.7   

September 51.6 35.1   

August 46.9 31.5 32.5  

July 50.1 34.8   

June 48.5 35 36.4  

May 45.7 33.7   

April 47.7 35.8   

March 52.3 40   

February 49.3 36.4 35.6  

January 50.4 37.1 37.3  

2006     

December 47 31 29  

November 49.4 33 30.2  



 

 

October  33 29.3  

September 45.9 33 32.3  

August 46.3    

July 45.8    

June 46.3 33.6   

May 51.1 38.2   

April 50.7 38.2   

March 54.1 48.5   

February 52.2 40   

January  36.5   

2005     

December 55.6 41.1   

November 59.2 42.9   

October 53.4 39.6   

September 52.3 36.6   

August 51.7 36.8   

July 52.7 36   

June 56.1 39.1   

May 57.8 40.8   

April 58 40.3   

March 59.8 40.2   

February 59.8 39.9   

January 61.6 42.4   

2004     

December 56.8 38.5   

November 56.7 36.7 40.8  

October 52.7 38.2   

September 51.6 36.9   

August 53.3 37   

July 50 38.4   

June 54.1 38.9   



 

 

May 53.4 34.2   

April 51.1 35.8   

March 48 34.1   

February 48.7 31.8   

January 50.8 33.1 38.1  

2003     

December 52.4 32   

November 56.8 35   

October  31.2   

September  33.5   

August  30.2   

July 57.3 36.6   

June  38.7 44.4  

May  37.4   

April  36.2   

March  31.2   

February 56 34.4   

January 55.2 33.7   

2002     

December 55.2 33.9 35.4  

November 54.1 33.1   

October 54.9 35.3 36.8  

September 54 33 39.3  

August 55.9 33.5 36  

July 53.7 30.6 40.6  

June 54.9 30.5 37.5  

May 54.7 29.1 38.1  

April 55.2 29.4 35.7  

March 55.3 36.6 41.7  

February 55.9 35.8 41.1  

January 52.7 33.7 39.1  



 

 

2001     

December 52.5 34.4 37.4  

November 52.3 34.7 37.4  

October 51.8 36.5 37.6  

September 47.1 29.8 30.6  

August 50.9 30.4 35.2  

July 51.5 32.5 34.3  

June 51.7 35.4 35.6  

May 52.4 36.3 36.8  

April 55.2 37 36.1  

March 51.4 34.2 35.8  

February 57.1 40.3 41.4  

January 55.5 40.1 38.2  

2000     

December 59.6 44.5 41.4  

November 58.7 43.8 38.8  

October 55.1 39.8 36.6  

September 53.5 42.6 41.1  

August 56 45.3 38.5  

July 57.5 44.3 40.1  

June 64.6 46.5 39.9  

May 54.3 43.5 33.3  

April 56.4 47.9 35.7  

March 54 46 32.9  

February 55.9 46.4 40.5  

January 58.6 50 42.1  

1999     

December 59.9 48.3 42.4  

November 62.4 51.7 40.7  

October 61.2 50.4 43.2  

September 61.2 49.4 38.2  



 

 

August 63.3 47.8 43.8  

July 64.7 55.7 47  

June 65 52.1 42.8  

May 67.1 54.5 42.9  

April 66.8 56.8 42.9  

March 64.5 55.2 45.6  

February 65.7 52.8 43.9  

January 64.5 43.9 42.1  

1998     

December 59.6 49.4 40.1  

November 63.9 50.4 40  

October 58.9 47.2 38.8  

September 58.4 45.9 34.4  

August 56.7 43.9 34.4  

July 50.9 46.1 35.6  

June 62.5 50.2 36.6  

May 58.1 51.1 36.8  

April 60.2 49.1 36.4  

March 59 48 39.8  

February 62.4 54.1 40.6  

January 64.6 56.6 39.8  

1997     

December 60.6 52.2 43.2  

November 60.6 51.5 41.7  

October 64.1 57.3 39.8  

September 57.3 47.2 37.5  

August 59.4 48.5 36.1  

July 62 50.2 38.3  

June 61 51.4 42.7  

May 62 50.4 39.2  

April 61 50.9 42.8  



 

 

March 61 50.9 41.4  

February 55.8 47.6 35.9  

January 59.5 49.9 40.8  

1996     

December 62.5 54.5 41.4  

November 63.6 51.2 41.2  

October 63.1 52.3 41.5  

September 60.5 50 35  

August 63.8 52.6 34.3  

July 63.3 50.5 37.1  

June 59.7 48.4 45.4  

May 66.3 52.8 32.7  

April 63.3 56 40.5  

March 62.5 50.5 38.4  

February 58.6 50.4 35.6  

January 60.3 51.5 36  

1995     

December 62.1 55.8 43.2  

November 65.7 58 44.7  

October 54.9 46.9   

September 51.44 45.3 32.5  

August 53.4 45.5 37.6  

July 54.4 45.9 40.5  

June 59.75 48.4 41.7  

May 57 49 34.4  

April 52.75 45.5   

March 56.1 48.5 37.1  

February 52.7 45.6 31.4  

January 52.5 43.7   

1994     

December  47.4 37.5 59.7 



 

 

November  48.3 38.5 62.75 

October  48 36.4 64.7 

September  51.3 41.6 64.95 

August  54.5 37.4 65.6 

July  51.8  64.1 

June  51  55.2 

 

Total Arms Sales to Israel and Saudi Arabia 2001-2017 (Israeli Arms Imports) 

Table 2. 

 Israel Saudi Arabia 

2001 131 61 

2002 349 567 

2003 189 167 

2004 852 1170 

2005 1133 167 

2006 1122 205 

2007 832 230 

2008 676 391 

2009 153 824 

2010 67 1083 

2011 85 1222 

2012 120 1033 

2013 153 1615 

2014 510 2741 

2015 675 3752 

2016 610 2986 

2017 528 4111 

 

United States Arms Sales to Israel and the KSA Trend Indicator Values (TIV) in Millions of USD 

(SIRPI 2019) 

Table 3. 

 Israel KSA 

2001 100 33 

2002 323 89 

2003 104 117 

2004 839 324 



 

 

2005 1115 153 

2006 1110 172 

2007 809 150 

2008 663 248 

2009 134 244 

2010 41 358 

2011 59 397 

2012 107 394 

2013 65 607 

2014 121 1411 

2015 228 1714 

2016 510 1746 

2017 505 3246 

2018 480 3354 

 

What, in your opinion, are the chances that in the coming year a war will break out between Israel 

and Iran?  (The Peace Institute, 2017) 

Table 4. 

 Israeli Jews Israeli Arabs 

General 

Public 

Very low 

chances 43.30% 45.80% 43.70% 

Moderately 

low chances 39.80% 28.70% 37.90% 

Moderately 

high chances 7.10% 12.00% 7.90% 

Very high 

chances 1.10% 2.70% 1.30% 

Don't 

know/decline 

to answer 8.70% 10.80% 9.10% 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Introduction 
 

What Is Antimicrobial Resistance 

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is a phenomenon 

that occurs when microorganisms, including viruses, bacteria, 

fungi, and parasites, develop a resistance to medications 

created to counter them (World Health Organization, 2018). 

These microorganisms become resistant to antimicrobial 

agents by undergoing mutations in their DNA as well as 

selection pressure. A number of factors contribute to these 

microorganisms developing these resistances, such as the 

inappropriate use or prescribing of medication, low-quality 

medication, poor infection prevention, and sharing of 

medication (World Health Organization, 2018). Furthermore, 

there is a lack of coordinated global and national efforts 

including guidelines, legislation, and surveillance to combat 

this growing issue.  

 

Why Is Antimicrobial Resistance A Global Health Issue? 

Antimicrobial resistance exists in nature and can 

occur on its own without antimicrobials (something that kills 

or halts the growth of a microbe, i.e. fungi or bacteria). 

However, the overuse and lack of regulation for 

antimicrobials is hastening the development and spreading of 

resistant microbes (Laxminarayan et al. 2013). Since 

antibiotics were introduced, bacteria and other 

microorganisms have grown resistant. Over the past few 

decades, AMR has led to longer illnesses, higher mortality in 

individuals who have grown resistant to medication, the 

complete ineffectiveness of some antibiotics, and overall 

higher costs of treatment (Laxminarayan et al., 2013, p.1). In 

2013, 25,000 deaths in Europe were attributed to AMR and 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

reported that in the United States, 2 million illnesses and 

23,000 death could be attributed to AMRs (Laxminarayan et 

al. 2013) (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). As 

susceptibility testing is rare in technologically and medically 

advanced countries, it is even more rare in developing 

countries where AMR is more prevalent. Methicillin, 

Vancomycin, and Penicillin effectiveness has decreased in 

treating staph infections, tuberculosis, pneumonia, and 

meningitis due to AMR (Cohen, 1994, p. 422). As these 

microorganisms grow resistant to treatment, other patients 

highly at risk for infections, such as those with HIV, face great 

danger (423).  These drug resistant bacteria are dangerous for 

patients, family members of patients, doctors, and other health 

care workers that can come into contact with these 

bacteria. Community-acquired infections, rather than 

hospital-acquired infections, have also increased in 

prevalence. This is especially dangerous as the world has 

become more interconnected through travel and economic 

globalization (MacPherson et al., 2009). As travelers gain 

access to foreign health services they could be exposed to 

resistant bacteria or put others at risk.   

 In addition to the global burden of disease and 

premature death, there are also economic burdens that 

contribute to why this is an alarming issue. Infections that are 

resistant to mainstream drugs are often more expensive to 

treat and the patients affected by them require longer 

hospitalization and face higher treatment and healthcare costs 

(Hochberg 1987). According to one estimate, the cost of 

treating ear infections between the years 1997 and 

1998 increased by 20% ($216 US dollars) due to drug 

resistance (Howard et al 2002). 

 The longer the issue of antimicrobial resistance 

remains unaddressed, the more opportunity bacteria have to 

grow resistant to nonspecific antibiotics. This will have 

catastrophically hazardous effects on the populations of 

developing countries (Lancet Infectious Disease 

Commission, 2013). Individuals in developing countries tend 

to exclusively purchase nonspecific antibiotics, due to their 

relative cheapness to specific antibiotics. As bacteria gain 

resistance to these nonspecific antibiotics, they begin to waver 

in effect, leaving the individual with that bacterial infection 

largely unaffected (Beovic, 2006). This prompts an increase 

in the frequency and power of the bacterial infection, thus 

leading to an increase in deaths. Upon realizing the 

ineffectiveness of their nonspecific antibiotics, companies 

will allocate more funding into the research of new and 

effective antibiotics that will likely be more targeted. These, 

likely being at a higher price, will be less available to 

impoverished peoples in developing countries.  

 

 

Evaluating Governmental Solutions to Antimicrobial Resistance in Bangladesh, 

India, and Pakistan 

 
Ronan Cain, Nisreen Ghogawala, Clarisa Moreno-Middleberg, Sophia Rightmer  

 
 Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) has become an increasingly relevant issue as the use of antimicrobials has spread 

throughout developing countries. This is because antimicrobials lack regulation and low-income countries also have higher 

rates of infections that can be treated with antimicrobials. In this study, we analyze AMR in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan 

by assessing the quality of their government health care policies. These government health care policies were compared to the 

WHO Recommended Guideline for Antimicrobial Resistance. Countries that more closely followed these guidelines were 

hypothesized to be better equipped to fight AMR within their respective health care systems. 
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Current Solutions and Effectiveness 

 Currently there is a lack of a well-functioning global 

coordinated effort to combat antimicrobial resistance. There 

has been debate on how to deal with this growing problem and 

recently more national and global initiatives have been 

proposed. In a 2018 study that looked at what types of 

interventions would be most effective in combating the 

growing issue of AMR, research showed that legal-binding 

global governance mechanisms, such as treaties or regulatory 

standards would be the most impactful method (Pandiyara, 

2018). Currently, the World Health Organization has been on 

the forefront of enacting and coordinating guidelines. In May 

2015, at the Sixty-eighth World Health Assembly, which is 

the decision-making body of the WHO, a global action plan 

on antimicrobial resistance was formulated (World Health 

Organization, 2017). This plan urged all member states to 

develop and have national action plans in place by 2017 on 

antimicrobial resistance that are aligned with the objectives of 

the global action plan. A manual has been developed by 

WHO, in collaboration with the Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the World 

Organization for Animal Health (OIE), to assist countries in 

creating and revising their national action plans (World 

Health Organization, 2017). Another action taken by the 

WHO to deal with AMR is Global Antimicrobial Resistance 

Surveillance System (GLASS). This surveillance system will 

allow for more information to be collected on countries, 

including many that currently do not have reliable 

surveillance program.  

 Many countries have started to try to figure out 

potential solutions on a national level to combat AMR, with 

higher income countries having more success in creating and 

regulating policies (Laxminarayan et al. 2013). Some national 

actions that have been taken include improving healthcare 

infrastructure, limited drug advertising, surveillance of 

antibiotic use, hospital stewardess programs and more. 

National approaches have proved effective in controlled 

specifically AMR issues like MRSA (Methicillin-Resistant 

Staphylococcus Aureus) in the UK and KCP (Klebsiella 

Pneumoniae Carbapenemase) in Israel (Laxminarayan et al. 

2013). In lower-middle income countries there continue to be 

problems, but the Global Antibiotic Resistance Partnership 

has been developing stepwise solutions and guidelines for 

developing countries to help them structure a national plan. 

 In addition to national approaches, some 

interventions that have proven to be effective are 

implemented at a hospital and provider level (Laxminarayan 

et al. 2013). Antibiotic stewardship is being implemented in 

various hospitals to curtail the prescriptions of antibiotics. 

This intervention includes a banned list of antibiotics, 

prescriptions with feedback, standardized care and guidelines 

for treating patients, and education at all levels. This solution 

is far more feasible in wealthy countries with more resources 

to implement this program as well as stronger means to 

enforce regulations (Laxminarayan et al. 2013). Studies have 

shown that when antibiotic stewardship has been 

implemented effectively, the incidence of AMR has 

decreased by roughly 20-40% (Lawes et al, 2012). Findings 

like these have prompted some researchers to believe that 

antibiotic stewardship programs should be required for 

hospital accreditation. While this solution does seem 

plausible for countries with a well-structured healthcare 

system and greater resources, it has limitations for being 

implemented in poorer nations, as they often do not have the 

infrastructure to support such a program (Laxminarayan et al. 

2013).  

 

Why Is It A Problem in Developing Countries? 

In many developing countries, antibiotic 

resistance is increasingly becoming a problem. To begin with, 

a lack of regulation of antibiotic distribution in many 

developing countries has led to many people using them 

without having a real medical need. In low and middle-

income countries (LMICs), there are often very few rules and 

regulations on antibiotic sales. In the West Africa Economic 

Region, for example, is it relatively easy to transport 

antibiotics from country to country. Antibiotic resistance is 

much higher in developing countries than in most developed 

countries. In LMICs, healthcare associated infections occur at 

twice the average prevalence than in Europe (15.5 per 100 

patients versus 7.1 per 100 patients). Furthermore, infections 

acquired in intensive care units (ICUs) in LMICs occur at 

three times the rate than in the US (pooled density 47.9 per 

1000 patient days versus 13.6 per 1000 patient days), and in 

neonatal ICUs the rate is even higher (15.2-62.0 infections per 

100 patient days versus 6.9 per 1000 patient days in the US). 

Additionally, private sector healthcare facilities in these 

countries have very few regulations in regard to antibiotic 

prescriptions and availability, and there are large economic 

incentives to widely prescribe and overprescribe antibiotics. 

Antibiotic resistance is a serious issue in these countries. A 

conservative 2013 CDC estimate states that 2 million illnesses 

and 23,000 deaths per year are attributed to antibiotic 

resistance in the US alone. Statistics and data are much more 

difficult to find about LMICs, but as the article “Antibiotic 

resistance—the need for global solutions” states, the rates of 

illnesses acquired, and deaths is almost certainly higher than 

in the US. The prevalence of weaker, cheaper antibiotics in 

LMICs results in a much higher rate of antibiotic resistance 

diseases, leading to antibiotic resistance being even more of a 

significant issue in these countries. Guidelines and laws, if 

present at all, are limited and outdated in many LMICs. 

Additionally, factors such as shelf life and the standards of 

storage areas are often not considered in LMICs, resulting in 

possible defectiveness.  

The current research and actions taken by the 

WHO and other organizations suggest that antimicrobial 

resistance is projected to be a major global health problem. As 

many diseases that have for many years been thought of to be 

curable become resistant to current medications, it opens the 

possibility to a global health crisis. Continuing research on 

antimicrobial resistance, especially examining governmental 

actions, is vital to dealing with this dilemma. Furthermore, 

current research does not give a lot of detailed information on 

actions taking by developing countries, particularly in South 

Asia, which is the region we are focusing on in our study. 

Despite this lack of research, there is significant evidence to 

suggest that AMR is a growing problem in South Asia and 



 

 

that there are government actions in place or planned to deal 

with this issue. Our research adds to the existing body of 

information on this issue because we are investigating AMR 

in a geographic area where there is not much information on 

the connection between government policy and AMR. 

Furthermore, researchers have stressed that there is a lack of 

coordinated global and national solutions, so our research will 

also provide insights into potential ways to remedy the lack 

of government efforts and how national solutions fit within 

the scope of global initiatives.  

 

 

Methodology 
 

Selection of Countries of Case Studies 

The countries chosen for this case study are 

Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan. The study aims to look at the 

government plans to control antimicrobial resistance and how 

effective they are. These countries were selected as they are 

in the same region of southwest Asia and due to their similar 

geographic location, they tend to have similar diseases and 

outbreaks. AMR in one of these countries is likely to have an 

impact on all of these countries given their geographical 

proximity and common diseases and public health issues. 

Furthermore, to control for other factors that might impact 

AMR, these countries were chosen because they can all be 

considered developing countries with poor health 

infrastructure. While India is emerging and is in an 

economically superior position when compared to the two 

other countries selected, they still tend to have many common 

health burdens. These countries were also selected due to the 

access to information of their national plans and statistics of 

the burden of AMR on these countries. Many other 

developing nations have very poor surveillance of AMR, 

which makes current and accurate data difficult to collect. 

These three countries all had information regarding their 

national plans available as well at statistics of AMR. 

Furthermore, these countries had all submitted their AMR 

plans to the World Health Organization, which allows us to 

access data that is organized and reliable.  

 

Evaluation of Each Countries AMR Plan 

To assess each country’s plan to combat AMR, we 

compared each country’s government plans and programs of 

guidelines set by the World Health Organization in 2015. 

These guidelines were developed as a model for countries to 

follow to create effective AMR programs and all three of 

these countries were present at the World Health Assembly 

where these guidelines were agreed upon. Using data 

collected in 2017 from the WHO, a table was generated to 

figure out which countries are adhering to the guidelines and 

how much progress have they made in creating effective 

programs. The WHO has a database of these guidelines where 

all participating countries are in the process. Data for this 

database was largely collected by countries self-reporting 

their progress and as a result there are some categories where 

no data was received. In figure 2, a table was constructed to 

compile relevant data from the WHO AMR database. The 

table has the WHO’s description of where each country is for 

each respective criterion as well as a ranking of 1-5. Figure 1 

shows how each ranking of 1-5 was determined. 

 

Table 1 shows the WHO’s method for ranking each 

country’s progress on combating Antimicrobial Resistance. 

An ‘E’ means that country’s initiative is operating at 

maximum efficiency and very successful. An ‘A’ means that 

country’s initiative is either operating poorly or is altogether 

nonexistent. For the sake of comparison within this paper, 

these letters were converted to numerical values. These 

numbers were then averaged, to determine the overall level of 

progress of each country. Certain categories are ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 

questions where yes typically meant that a certain AMR 

criterion was met and ‘no’ meant it did not exist. In the table, 

a ‘yes’ is awarded 1 point and ‘no’ is given 0 points.  

Table 2 (see Appendix) shows the criteria we used to 

access how effective each respective country in the case study 

was with combating AMR. The categories for this table come 

from the Global Action Plan for AMR outlined by the WHO 

in 2015 agreed to by several countries including the three 

used in this study. The criteria that the WHO outlined in this 

plan are far more extensive than this table, but some 

categories were removed as not all the countries had data 

reported. Furthermore, this study excluded several categories 

that had to do with AMR in plants and animals as there was 

less data and this study was more focused on human health. 

To quantitatively express the quality of each country’s 

national policies and initiatives towards AMR, the conversion 

demonstrated in Table 1 was used to develop a point system 

based on WHO rankings. The total points for each country 

were calculated and divided by the total number of categories 

in which information was reported in order to get an average 

point value for each country. 

WHO 

Ranking of 

Criteria 

(Best to 

Worst) 

Numerical 

Conversion 

E 5 

D 4 

C 3 

B 2 

A 1 

Yes 1 

No 0 

 



 

 

Results and Findings 
 

Table 1 (see methodology) shows the WHO’s method for 

ranking each country’s progress on combating AMR and how 

the rankings were converted into numerical values to analyze 

each country. “E” was considered optimal and received the 

highest numerical score, whereas “A” was the poorest.  

 

Table 2 (see appendix) shows the criteria we used to assess 

how effective each respective of country in the case study was 

in combating AMR. From the table it appears that India has 

the higher number of points and average score, which 

indicates that they best follow the guidelines outlined by the 

WHO, followed by Pakistan, then Bangladesh. 

 

Figure 3 (see appendix) 

 

Antibiotic use in Bangladesh has stayed relatively 

stagnant with most antibiotics slightly decreasing from 2012 

to 2015.  The use of Cephalosporins has steadily increased 

from 2012 to 2015.   

 

Figure 4 (see appendix) 

 

Pakistan’s resistance of antibiotics used to treat E. 

Coli has decreased or plateaued since 2015.  The antibiotic, 

Carbapenems, has seen a 10% increase in resistance since 

2015.   
 

Figure 5 (see appendix) 

 

Since 2012, Pakistan has seen a relatively steady 

increase in antibiotic use with the exception of Trimethoprim. 

 

Figure 6 (see appendix) 

 

 Antibiotic use in India has steadily increased since 

2012 to 2015 with the use of Cephalosporins dramatically 

rising.   
 

Figure 7 (see appendix) 

 
 India’s resistance of antibiotics used to treat E. Coli 

saw an increase from 2015 to 2016 but then started declining 

from 2016 to 2017.  

 

 

Discussion 

 
Of the three countries, India has most successfully 

implemented governmental policies that follow the WHO 

Global AMR Guidelines. India’s average point score is 2.57, 

so on average, they have implemented the measures outlined 

by the Global Action Plan for AMR and most are functional 

or approaching functionality on a national level. Pakistan has 

an average score of 2.07 and Bangladesh has a score of 2.00. 

As these countries are all developing, and all have issues with 

their health infrastructure it would make sense that their 

average scores fall in the 2-3 range as this is the range where 

policies are being implemented and showing signs to 

approaching functionality. Provided that India continues to 

follow and improve upon these guidelines, Indian AMR 

should continue along the decreasing trend within the coming 

years. According to the Indian Antibiotic Resistance graph, as 

of 2015, resistance has either plateaued, or altogether 

decreased. It can be surmised that this is a direct result of the 

effective implementation of policies that conform with the 

WHO Global AMR Guidelines. However, these policies still 

remain very young. Consequently, the results of these specific 

policies have not been concretely recorded, leaving their exact 

effectiveness relatively undetermined. Regardless, the very 

nature of the policies’ implementation where there had been 

none before proves incredibly valuable. Thus far, the policies 

successfully implemented by the Indian government that 

follow the WHO Global AMR have had positive 

ramifications on the issue of AMR. 

 Pakistan and Bangladesh have had less effective 

implementation of policy. Consequently, according to each of 

their resistance data sets, AMR has slightly increased over the 

past several years. Unlike India, these two countries have very 

recently sparked interest in addressing the AMR issue. 

Therefore, it is entirely possible that their policies have not 

had the opportunity to have an effect yet. Regardless, their 

years of lack of policy renders the effect of heightened 

antibiotic resistance.  

 There appears to be a direct correlation between 

implementation of policy similar to those recommended by 

the WHO AMR Guidelines, and the level of AMR. Countries 

like India that are able to successfully implement these 

policies are likely to have a decrease in antibiotic resistance. 

Countries like Pakistan and Bangladesh that have not 

successfully implemented these policies are still highly prone 

to increasing antibiotic resistance.  

 

Limitations 
 

 Some of the data we used to calculate each of our 

country’s rating was missing.  For example, Pakistan did not 

have information on their optimization of antimicrobial use in 

human health or their rating on legislation to prevent 

contamination of the environment with antimicrobials. Since 

we could not compare the total of their ratings we had to 

calculate their average and compare those.   

 To add, when trying to look at the effects of the 

WHO’s Global Action Plan to tackle AMR which was 

implemented in 2015, we could only find data on antibiotic 

use up to 2015 and could therefore not see the full effects of 

this plan. The data that did go past the implementation of the 

WHO’s global action plan and was only available through 

2017, so it was still difficult to see the long-term effects of 

this plan.  

 

Conclusion 
 

The very first step in preventing AMR from 

becoming a global health hazard within developing countries 



 

 

is to implement policies that conform to the WHO AMR 

Global Guidelines. There appear to be early signs of a 

connection between countries that implement such policies 

with a decrease in AMR. That being said, as time continues, 

there will be more opportunity to research the specific impacts 

of particular policies that will allow governments to 

determine which policies are most effective or how to adapt 

certain policies to better align with each country’s respective 

healthcare infrastructure. Currently, there are not enough 

statistics to determine which governmental policies are more 

effective than others. Because AMR is only recently 

becoming an issue of interest within developing countries, 

however, the current primary focus should be policy 

implementation. The guidelines provided by the WHO make 

the defense against AMR more cohesive, likely improving the 

overall impact of policy. With regards to potential areas for 

future research, more resources should be devoted to 

surveillance of developing countries. Furthermore, future 

studies should track detailed AMR surveillance following the 

implementation and development of national AMR plans over 

a period of at least 10 years to see if there are improvements.  
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Appendix  
 

Table 2 
 

Criteria from 
WHO AMR 
Guidelines 

Bangladesh 
Description 

Bangladesh  
Score 

India 
Description 

India 

Score 
Pakistan 

Description 
Pakistan 

Score 

Multi-sector 
and One Health 
collaboration/c
oordination 

Multi-
sectoral 
working 

group(s) or 
coordination 

committee 
on AMR 

established 
with 

Government 
leadership. 

2 Multi-sectoral 
working group(s) 
is (are) functional, 
with clear terms 

of reference; 
regular meetings, 
and funding for 

working group(s). 
Activities and 

reporting/account
ability 

arrangements are 
defined. 

3 Multi-sectoral 
working 

group(s) or 
coordination 
committee on 

AMR 
established 

with 
Government 
leadership. 

2 

Country 
progress with 
development of 
a national 
action plan on 
AMR 

National 
AMR action 

plan 
developed. 

3 National AMR 
action plan 

approved by 
government that 

reflects Global 
Action Plan 

objectives, with an 
operational plan 
and monitoring 
arrangements. 

3 National AMR 
action plan 

approved by 
government 
that reflects 

Global Action 
Plan 

objectives, 
with an 

operational 
plan and 

monitoring 
arrangements

. 

4 

Is your 
country’s 
national action 
plan on AMR 
linked to any 
other existing 
action plans, 
strategies or 
targets related 
to HIV, 
tuberculosis, 
malaria or 
neglected 
tropical 
diseases 

Yes 1 Yes 1 Yes 1 



 

 

 

Raising 
awareness and 
understanding 
of antibiotic 
resistance risks 
and response in 
human health 

Limited or 
small-scale 
antibiotic 
resistance 
awareness 
campaign 
targeting 
some, but 

not all, 
relevant 

stakeholders 
(e.g. general 

public, 
doctors, 

pharmacists, 
nurses, 

medicine 
sellers). 

3 Limited or small-
scale antibiotic 

resistance 
awareness 
campaign 

targeting some, 
but not all, 

relevant 
stakeholders (e.g. 

general public, 
doctors, 

pharmacists, 
nurses, medicine 

sellers) 

3 Some 
activities in 
parts of the 
country to 

raise 
awareness 

about risks of 
antibiotic 
resistance 

and actions 
that can be 

taken to 
address it. 

2 

Raising 
awareness and 
understanding 
of AMR risks 
and response in 
animal health, 
plant health, 
food 
production, 
food safety, and 
environment 
sectors 

No 
significant 

awareness-
raising 

activities on 
relevant 

aspects of 
risks of 

antimicrobia
l resistance. 

1 Limited or small-
scale 

antimicrobial 
resistance 
awareness 
campaign 

targeting some 
but not all 
relevant 

stakeholders 
within sector 

3 Some 
activities in 
parts of the 
country to 

raise 
awareness 

about risks of 
antimicrobial 

resistance 
and actions 
that can be 

taken to 
address it. 

2 

Training and 
professional 
education on 
AMR in the 
human health 
sector 

Ad hoc AMR 
training 

courses in 
some human 

health 
related 

disciplines. 

2 AMR is covered in 
1) some pre-

service training 
and in 2) some in-
service training or 
other continuing 

professional 
development 

(CPD) for human 
health workers. 

 

3 Ad hoc AMR 
training 

courses in 
some human 

health related 
disciplines 

2 



 

 

 

National 
monitoring 
system for 
consumption 
and rational 
use of 
antimicrobials 
in human 
health 

System 
designed for 
surveillance 

of 
antimicrobia

l use, that 
includes 

monitoring 
national 

level sales or 
consumption 
of antibiotics 

in health 
services. 

2 No national plan 
or system for 

monitoring use of 
antimicrobials 

1 System 
designed for 
surveillance 

of 
antimicrobial 

use, that 
includes 

monitoring 
national level 

sales or 
consumption 
of antibiotics 

in health 
services. 

2 

National 
monitoring 
system for 
antimicrobials 
intended to be 
used in animals 
(sales/use) 

Plan agreed 
for 

monitoring 
quantities of 
antimicrobia

ls sold 
for/used in 

animals, 
based on OIE 
standards*. 

2 No national plan 
or system for 
monitoring 
sales/use of 

antimicrobials in 
animals 

1 Plan agreed 
for 

monitoring 
quantities of 
antimicrobial

s sold 
for/used in 

animals, 
based on OIE 

standards. 

2 

National 
surveillance 
system for 
antimicrobial 
resistance 
(AMR) in 
humans 

National 
AMR 

surveillance 
activities are 
in place for 

common 
bacterial 

pathogens 
that link 
patient 

information 
with 

susceptibilit
y testing, 

with a 
national 

reference 
laboratory 

that 
participates 
in external 

quality 
assurance. 

3 There is a 
functioning 

national AMR 
surveillance 

system covering 
antibiotics in 
hospitals and 

outpatient clinics, 
with external 

quality assurance, 
and a national 
coordinating 

center producing 
reports on 

resistance levels 

4 AMR data is 
collated 

locally for 
common 

bacteria but 
may not use a 
standardized 
approach and 
lacks national 
coordination 

and/or 
quality 

management. 

2 



 

 

 

National 
surveillance 
system for 
antimicrobial 
resistance 
(AMR) in 
animals, plants, 
foods and 
environment 

National 
plan for 

monitoring 
AMR but 
capacity 

(including 
laboratory) 

for 
surveillance 

and 
reporting 

data on AMR 
is lacking. 

2 Some AMR data is 
collected locally 

but may not use a 
standardized 
approach and 
lacks national 
coordination 

and/or quality 
management. 

3 Some AMR 
data is 

collected 
locally but 

may not use a 
standardized 
approach and 
lacks national 
coordination 

and/or 
quality 

management. 

3 

Infection 
Prevention and 
Control (IPC) in 
human health 
care 

A national 
IPC program 

or 
operational 

plan is 
available. 

National IPC 
and water, 
sanitation 

and hygiene 
(WASH) and 
environment

al health 
standards 

exist but are 
not fully 

implemente
d. 

2 A national IPC 
program and 

operational plan 
are available and 

national 
guidelines for 

health care IPC 
are available and 

disseminated. 
Selected health 

facilities are 
implementing the 
guidelines, with 
monitoring and 

feedback in place 

3 A national 
IPC program 

or 
operational 

plan is 
available. 

National IPC 
and water, 
sanitation 

and hygiene 
(WASH) and 
environment

al health 
standards 

exist but are 
not fully 

implemented. 
* 

2 

Optimizing 
antimicrobial 
use in human 
health 

National 
policy for 

antimicrobia
l governance 

and 
regulation 
developed 

for the 
community 
and health 

care settings. 

2 Practices to 
assure 

appropriate 
antimicrobial use 

being 
implemented in 
some healthcare 

facilities and 
guidelines for 

appropriate use of 
antimicrobials 

available. 

3 Practices to 
assure 

appropriate 
antimicrobial 

use being 
implemented 

in some 
healthcare 

facilities and 
guidelines for 
appropriate 

use of 
antimicrobial

s available. 

3 



 

 

 

Legislation 
and/or 
regulations to 
prevent 
contamination 
of the 
environment 
with 
antimicrobials 

Legislation 
and/or 

regulations 
are in place 
to control at 

least the 
release of 

human 
sewage into 

the 
environment

. 

2 There is a 
functioning 
system for 
monitoring 
regulatory 

compliance of 
discharge to the 
environment for 

some types of 
waste (sewage, 
health facilities, 

agriculture, 
manure and/or 

industrial 
effluent). 

4 Legislation 
and/or 

regulations 
are in place to 

control at 
least the 

release of 
human 

sewage into 
the 

environment. 

2 

Country use 
policy and 
regulatory 
status 

No 0 Yes 1 No 0 

Total Points  28  36  29 

Number of 
Categories with 
numerical 
rating 

 14  14  14 

Average rating  2  2.57  2.07 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 3 
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Figure 5 
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Figure 7 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Introduction 
 

Throughout the past two decades, but especially since 

2013, Venezuela has faced crises in its economic, 

political, and social sectors. Consequently, a complex 

interplay of unstable variables has emerged as citizens 

struggle with astronomical inflation rates, food scarcity, 

medical shortages, government corruption, high 

unemployment rates, and political unrest. Many of these 

issues began developing under Hugo Chávez’s 

leadership, but the situation has escalated under Maduro. 

In a regime that depended heavily on a symbolic leader 

for stability, the transition of power from a cherished 

leader to his hand-picked successor, Nicolás Maduro, 

was expected to cause significant turbulence, although 

few predicted the scale of the crisis that ensued.  

While many factors undoubtedly contributed to 

the scale of the problem, this paper will offer insight into 

the role of charisma and public perception in the 

legitimacy of a leader who attempts to replicate the 

exceptionality of the regime’s symbolic founder, from 

whom the chavista ideology derived its name. We argue 

that Maduro’s combined inability to personify Chávez’s 

charismatic persona nor create an equally compelling 

persona of his own has exacerbated negative public 

response to the nation’s failure to provide public goods. 

Initially, to compensate for his lack of charisma, Maduro 

leaned on the legacy of Chávez through symbolic ties to 

his regime. However, because Maduro is unable to 

implement successful policies to prove his power, he 

fails to retain long-term legitimacy. While Chávez 

himself did not implement significantly more successful 

policies, we explain how his charisma afforded him a 

“Teflon shield” that protected him from widespread 

public criticism and threats to his legitimacy. 

Lastly, we explore the consequences of 

Maduro’s weakening legitimacy and lack of charismatic 

shield, wherein Maduro has increasingly relied on 

authoritarian tendencies and militarization to repress 

opposition. We end our discussion with a look into the 

developing current events in Venezuela, as we question 

if Maduro’s inability to protect his legitimacy through 

charisma will lead to the end of his regime at the hands 

of his own people.  

 

Review of the Literature 

 
Scholars debate which factors have had the strongest role 

in the deterioration of conditions in post-Chávez 

Venezuela. Common areas of focus include the 

importance of the qualities and temperaments of political 

leaders, worrying changes in Venezuela’s governmental 

structure, and cooling sentiment toward the United 

States and the concept of imperialism. Using established 

literature on charisma, leadership, legitimacy, and recent 

Venezuelan history, in conjunction with statistical 

reports and current events, our work will examine which 

elements of the crisis are most critical in the evolution of 

Venezuela’s political and economic condition in context 

of its leadership. 

 

The Formation and Maintenance of Charismatic 

Leaderships 
With his book Economy and Society, Max 

Weber (1958) became a notable founder of literature 

regarding the categorization of leadership styles. In 

addition to traditional and rational leadership, Weber 

introduced the concept of charismatic authority, a 

relatively new phenomenon in the field. On a basic level, 

Max Weber defined charisma as “an individual 

personality by virtue of which he is set apart from 

Charismatic Leadership in Venezuela: An Analysis of the Role of Charisma in the 

Legitimacy of President Nicolás Maduro 

 
Shelby Kassab, Hannah Pierce, and Teuta Zeneli 
 
With the intensification of the humanitarian and national crisis in Venezuela over the last decade, the nature and 

consequences of President Nicolás Maduro’s leadership style are important considering the increasing Venezuelan 

opposition to the administration. Through the aggregation of relevant literature and data, we investigate Nicolás Maduro’s 

inability to replicate the charismatic persona of Hugo Chávez nor establish his own charisma within a regime that has long 

depended on affective politics.  We explain how Maduro consequently could not enjoy the protection of the “Teflon 

shield,” which Chávez’s charisma may have provided him, fueling negative public perception more abruptly than for 

Chávez, a true charismatic leader. Our analysis sheds light on Maduro’s subsequent attempt to gain credibility by 

connecting to the legacy of his beloved predecessor, Hugo Chávez. Ultimately, however, Maduro’s inability to implement 

successful policy to supplement his lack of charisma further impeded the stabilization of his long-term legitimacy. Lastly, 

we end discussion on the consequences of Maduro’s lack of legitimacy, specifically his reliance on excessive force and his 

potential removal, in light of the opposition’s increasingly-supported claims of his illegitimacy. 
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ordinary men and treated as endowed with … 

superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers 

or qualities” (Weber, 1958, p. 358). As opposed to a 

more merit-based leader, a charismatic leader cultivates 

very deep, personal connections with his followers. The 

leader becomes the divine symbol of a group by 

exemplifying their shared goals, national identity, 

religion, or ideology, and thus obtains a resolute 

following (Weber, 1958, p.358). 

 Importantly, the subjects are not forced to 

support the rising, personalistic leader, but instead are 

psychologically drawn to the strength and personability 

that the charismatic leader displays (Weber, 1958, p. 

326). J.M. Burns (1979) claims that, especially in times 

of national instability, the leader can personify the hero 

figure, exploiting the group’s economic, political, or 

social vulnerability. With this, the leader often revolves 

their political agenda around a marginalized group, 

claiming he is their savior and that he alone will carry 

out their wishes on a higher level. The exploitation of a 

weak population is the greatest tool a charismatic leader 

can use to legitimize their authority. 

In addition to the understanding of the 

formation of charismatic connections offered by Weber 

and other scholars, further literature highlights the 

methods by which charismatic leaders can maintain their 

internal and international legitimacy over time. Due to 

the pre-modern, affective nature of the leadership style, 

the legitimacy of the leader’s power is entirely dependent 

on the subject’s validation and allegiance to the heroism 

and exemplary character of the leader (Weber, 1958, p. 

359). With this, Weber contended that a rising leader 

must be able to substantiate his superhuman abilities by 

successfully demonstrating his ability to resolve the 

suffering of his people. Otherwise, he risks the 

impression that there was an abandonment of his godly 

or magical power (Weber, 1948). Subsequently, T.S 

Pappas (2011) and Merolla and Zechmeister (2011) 

argued a charismatic leader will often promise and/or 

implement bold policy in an effort to maintain long-term 

charismatic attachments and preempt future attacks on 

his legitimacy. 

Drawing heavily upon Weber’s theory of the 

initial formation of charismatic attachments, as well as 

Maingueneau’s (1987) theory of “discursive 

communities,”1 Ricardo Peñafiel (2015) situates the idea 

of charismatic leadership within the context of post-2013 

Venezuela. This article is particularly focused on 

moments of transition in power from the founder of a 

charismatic regime to a successor. He postulates that the 

legitimacy of the chavista Venezuelan government 

                                                           
1 “Discursive communities” are constituted via the presence 

of a “guarantor” who creates a discourse and “beneficiaries” 
who legitimate it through repetition.  This concept is further 

depends on charismatic leadership. In such a 

government, charisma cannot always be easily 

transferred to a successor, and, in this case, it is the 

legitimacy that is transferred rather than the charisma 

itself (Peñafiel, 2015, p. 3). However, the successor may 

find themselves unable to maintain their endowed 

legitimacy if unable to replicate the charismatic 

leadership of the founder. This paper will analyze 

whether this replication of charisma was a factor in 

Maduro’s weakening public support as president of 

Venezuela.  

Weber’s ideas do not exist without their critics, 

of course. Psychoanalyst and political scientist Jean-

Baptiste Decherf claims that Weber’s concept of 

“extraordinary” or charismatic domination has been 

diluted of its meaning through misinterpretation and 

rejection, and cites scholars such as Michel Dobry and 

James Downton who believe that the concept is 

unscientific and ultimately does not belong within the 

field of sociology (Decherf, 2010, p. 225-226). 

According to Decherf, Weber does not adequately 

develop the question of the definition and extent of the 

term “extraordinary” (Decherf, 2010, p. 223). Despite 

some ambiguity regarding the boundaries of Weber’s 

theories, many scholars continue to use the framework to 

analyze how charismatic leaders use emotional 

connections to their subjects—whether that be through a 

shared identity, goal, or sentiment —to gain power.  

 

The Founding Ideology: Chavismo  
Charismatic leaderships and the formation of 

popular attachments can be applied to the rise of Hugo 

Chávez as the President of Venezuela from 1999 to 2013. 

In the early 1990’s, Chávez was the leader of the 

Bolivarian Revolution, a socialist political movement 

fueled by nationalism and the quest for a centralized 

economy and strong military. While an attempted coup 

led by Chávez failed in 1992, many Venezuelans were 

still opposed to and frustrated by the government and the 

poor condition of their nation. In accordance with the 

conditions conducive to the rise of a charismatic leader, 

many Venezuelans were inspired by Chávez and his bold 

ideas to transform the country (Hawkins, 2003). 

Subsequently, the cultivated movement was transformed 

into a deeply-held ideology known as Chavismo, 

whereby Chávez was the beloved symbol. 

Hugo Chávez was democratically elected in 

1999, calling for increased social program spending, the 

redistribution of the country’s oil wealth, and the end of 

government corruption. The leader won the election with 

56 percent of the vote, having been the largest popular 

explained under “The Revival of Charisma” in this Review of 
the Literature. 



 

 

 

vote percentage in four decades, and was seen as very 

successful early in his career (Council on Foreign 

Relations). Around the world, Chávez was recognized 

for his immense charisma and his personal connection 

with the public. He carefully balanced an identity of both 

an “ordinary man and an extraordinary hero. He often 

proclaimed himself a “common” man, a “soldier of the 

people” in the fight against the nation’s problems 

(Peñafiel, 2015, p. 6). At the same time, his exceptional 

charisma compelled complete adoration from the public, 

who viewed him as a superhuman acting as their 

“supreme ruler” and divine savior (Peñafiel, 2015, p. 2). 

The hopeful and powerful rhetoric of Chávez allowed the 

chavista ideology to become ingrained into the political 

and social beliefs of many Venezuelans, and, as a result, 

instilled into legitimate political institutions. 

 

The Revival of Charisma 
The debate of whether charisma can be 

replicated in a regime is demonstrated in the opposing 

viewpoints of Peñafiel (2015) and Andrews-Lee (2018). 

First, Peñafiel contends that it is only legitimacy rather 

than charisma of a leader that can be revived following 

the death of the founder. On the other hand, Ph.D 

candidate Caitlin Andrews-Lee (2018) draws upon the 

conceptual works of Weber (1958), Pappas (2011), and 

Burns (1979) to argue that charismatic connections to the 

people can be revitalized by a successive leader later on, 

even after the founder’s death. Further, Andrews-Lee 

specifically explores what strategies subsequent 

politicians should use to gain support in the event they 

cannot advantageously revive their founder’s charisma. 

To evaluate public perceptions of leaders’ charisma in 

Venezuela and Argentina, Andrews-Lee employs a 

survey originally constructed by Merolla & Zechmeister 

(2018) to quantify charisma. While charisma is difficult 

to empiricize, several Latin American studies regarding 

charisma have validated their survey, filling in the gaps 

left by the existing, more conceptual literature. As a 

result, Andrews-Lee uncovered the impact of a 

successor’s strategic utilization of “symbolic and 

material cues” to shape followers’ evaluations of their 

leader’s charisma and legitimacy (Andrews-Lee 2018, p. 

#).  

Andrews-Lee also employs Merolla and 

Zechmeister’s theory regarding the role of charisma in a 

leader’s legitimacy. Merolla and Zechmeister describe a 

“highly dynamic process,” in which a leader’s charisma 

can shift public perception about the leader’s 

performance and their state’s condition (Merolla, & 

Zechmeister 2011, p. #). The authors argue that 

emotional attachments to the leader can “lead some to 

see better conditions than are perceived by those who do 

not subscribe to the charismatic sheen” (Merolla, & 

Zechmeister 2011, p. #). In times of failed leadership, 

this “sheen” slows the rate at which public support 

deteriorates, as opposed to abrupt withdrawals of support 

for more merit-based leaders. The authors look 

specifically at the leadership of Hugo Chávez and the 

role of his charisma in manipulating Venezuelan public 

perception to his benefit. However, we acknowledged 

that Merolla and Zechmeister did not have another leader 

with which to compare these results. Therefore, we 

intend to extend the data and theories of Merolla and 

Zechmeister to examine the leadership of Nicolas 

Maduro and compare the established data to how the new 

leader’s charisma, or lack thereof, affects public 

perception of the distribution of public goods.  

The importance of political discourse in 

creating a “sheen” or a charismatic following is 

emphasized by French linguist Dominique 

Maingueneau. In his 1999 work “Self-constituting 

Discourses,” Maingueneau describes the process as 

circular in nature. In this model, legitimate discourse 

must originate with a legitimate source, meaning a 

source that is privileged or exceptional in some way and 

therefore has access to the “ultimate” discourses (p. 1). 

An example of this would be prophets serving as a 

legitimate source for a divine discourse, such as the 

Bible. Next, the ultimate discourse must be further 

legitimized through its continued reproduction and 

repetition. The product of this circular process is a 

“discursive community” that is structured via a hierarchy 

between the “guarantor,” who has the authority to 

constitute discourse, and the “beneficiaries,” who 

reproduce it (Maingueneau 1999, p. 4, 12; Peñafiel, 

2015, p. 3). Thus, the community of beneficiaries is not 

sharing novel ideas but rather spreading the message of 

the transcendent “Other,” or guarantor (Maingueneau 

1999, p. 7). 

 Peñafiel (2015) overlays Maingueneau’s 

theories into reality by grounding these ideas in the post-

2014 Venezuelan context. While Chávez possessed an 

“ethos of exceptionality” that allowed him to assume 

guarantor status of a fiercely loyal discursive 

community, Maduro was unable to replicate this. To 

avoid disrupting and potentially delegitimizing the 

chavista discursive community after the death of Chávez, 

Maduro assumed the status of fellow beneficiary as a 

way of positioning himself under the protection of 

Chávez’s charisma-generated legitimacy (p. 2). Such an 

approach, explains Peñafiel, can ultimately backfire for 

the successor, as it ultimately left the community without 

any guarantor at all. 

Ultimately, during his presidency, Chávez was 

seen as a protector of the nation. In his absence, Peñafiel 

postulates if a successor such as Maduro is unable to step 

into the role as guarantor due to an inability to replicate 

charisma, he may choose to portray himself as a fellow 

beneficiary who is simply transferring the will and the 



 

 

 

words of the original charismatic leader. In this example, 

if Chávez is seen as a divine being and the people are his 

apostles, Maduro strives to be the prophet occupying the 

space between the divine and ordinary. In effect, Peñafiel 

suggests that this creates a vacuum that threatens the 

discursive community. In this paper, we will be 

investigating to what degree Maduro’s attempts to utilize 

Chávez’s charisma in place of his own inadequacy. 

Specifically, this will mean examining public support for 

Maduro’s administration compared to Chávez’s, and 

further looking at the public perception of the 

distribution of public good by the two leaders. 

 

The Consequences of Illegitimacy: Force & 

Repression 
While a charismatic leader can more easily 

solidify the allegiance of the people, one lacking 

charisma may feel compelled to rely on increased use of 

force to control the population and suppress opposition. 

Scholar James Vreeland (2008) explains how openly 

contentious political discourse in an unstable nation, 

whether that be politically or economically, can provoke 

the use of force by a government that has not earned the 

respect and loyalty of the people (p. 69). Further, 

Vreeland focused on the use of torture as a tool of 

coercion to maintain legitimacy. Additionally, in places 

with a scarcity of public goods, an absence of effective 

governance, and a weakening economy, Scholar 

Conway Henderson (1991) claims that authoritarian 

tendencies become more frequent when the leader does 

not have the protective charismatic shield (p. 124). In all, 

we will synthesize these scholars’ works to demonstrate 

how, in a government that depends upon charisma for its 

legitimacy, lack of charisma makes for instability and 

creates an increased risk of government repression. 

Overall, our work seeks to build upon how 

charisma and legitimacy of a leader are intertwined in the 

case of Venezuela, and how this can affect a political 

landscape, provision of public goods and public 

perception of the government.  We hope to contribute an 

alternative perspective on the power of charismatic 

leadership and the consequences of its absence in a the 

chavista Venezuela. 

 

Methodology 
Our investigation of the crisis in Venezuela is a 

comprehensive, qualitative case study. Through rigorous 

and methodical investigation of scholarship, non-

government reporting, and existing public opinion polls 

on Venezuela, we were able to analyze discursive trends 

in the field to arrive at our own conclusions. While we 

also reviewed 20th century literature on Chavez’s 

Venezuela, we primarily focused our scope on the time 

surrounding the presidential appointment of Nicolás 

Maduro in 2013. 

We selected only published, peer-reviewed 

works when exploring theories of leadership style and its 

effect on public perception. Given the highly complex 

and nuanced nature of the topic combined with the vast 

literature of the field, we anticipated the risk of source 

overload. In order to narrow our literature sample, we 

relied heavily on the use of keywords: Venezuela, 

Nicolás Maduro, Hugo Chávez, Chavismo, charismatic 

leadership, charisma, ethos of exceptionality, legitimacy, 

public perception, material and symbolic cues, and 

repression.  

As for definitions we will utilize throughout our 

paper, we will employ Weber’s definition of charisma 

and theoretical framework of charismatic leadership 

previously stated in the Review of the Literature. 

Although we encountered difficulty in selecting a 

definition of legitimacy amid intense scholarly debate, 

we chose to use a compelling definition put forth by 

Princeton scholar Bruce Gilley that describes charisma 

by saying “a state is more legitimate the more that it is 

treated by its citizens as rightfully holding and exercising 

political power” (Gilley, 2006, p. 500). 

In conducting our research, we examined the work of 

several notable scholars in the field that became our 

foundational sources, including Max Weber, Caitlin 

Andrews-Lee, Merolla and Zechmeister, and Ricardo 

Peñafiel. Subsequently, we both referred to the citations 

made in these sources and also read works that cited the 

foundational sources. In doing so, we were able to 

identify pertinent scholarship and observe the 

development of theories in the field, particularly those 

concerning Venezuela.  

After developing our theoretical framework on 

the topic, we turned to additional sources outside of the 

scholarly realm in order to integrate this framework with 

the quantitative measurements of Venezuela’s state of 

affairs over the selected time period. Government 

reports, documentation of anti-government protests, and 

polls provided by non-governmental organizations 

proved illuminating in affirming, refuting, or qualifying 

the theories presented in previous literature on the topic. 

Due to the possibility of media bias, we focused on 

sources that were not directly affiliated with the 

Venezuelan government. This interdisciplinary approach 

of theoretical and quantitative considerations allowed us 

to examine a wide range perspectives while facilitating 

the formation of our own hypothesis. 

 Our paper specifically examines why 

Venezuela devolved under Maduro’s leadership 

following the death of Chávez. First, we acknowledged 

that this decline is due to a plethora of factors, some 

unrelated to the change in leadership. Our failure to 

mention such factors is not an indication of our dismissal 

of their importance. In fact, in approaching our research 

question, we initially considered sources on topics as 



 

 

 

diverse as checks and balances, migration, oil-rich 

economies, economic policy, healthcare, and diplomacy. 

However, we ultimately narrowed our topic to the 

transition of charisma in political leadership, as we found 

there to be a distinct lack in relevant literature. 

In conducting our research, one critical 

limitation presented is time. We had a matter of months 

to navigate the complex and rapidly-changing nuances 

of the Venezuelan political climate. A final limitation 

was the availability of reliable statistics and 

documentation on the humanitarian crisis, as Venezuela 

has consistently failed to provide data publicly amid 

widespread corruption and political turmoil. Moreover, 

it is possible that data provided by the Venezuelan 

government may be biased; with this in mind, we relied 

largely on respected non-governmental organizations 

and research providers like Gallup and the Pew Research 

Center for our data.  

 

Results and Findings 
 

 
Table 1: Predicting Perceptions of Chávez’s Charisma, 

Economic Evaluations, and Public Security Evaluations: 

Three-Stage Least Squares Regression Results (Merolla and 

Zechmeister) 

 

In their study “The Nature, Determinants, and 

Consequences of Chávez’s Charisma,” Merolla and 

Zechmeister (2011) utilized a three-stage least squares 

regression to understand the correlation between a 

leader’s level of charisma and the existence of poor 

security and economic policy. The study had a sample 

size of 894 participants of varying descriptions, such as 

gender, class, ethnicity, political leanings, and religion. 

First, one can understand the role of the perceptions of 

charisma on evaluations of current conditions in a nation 

by looking at Charisma as the independent variable and 

the corresponding coefficients of the second and third 

row. As reflected in Table 1, when shifting from 

perceiving Chávez as having no charisma to having 

maximum levels of charisma, “assessments of security 

decreased by 0.120 units and assessments of the 

economy by 0.312 units (p. 41).” 

Next, Merolla and Zechmeister conversely 

calculated the impact of poor evaluation of economy and 

security on the citizen’s perception of their leader’s 

charisma level. When shifting from those with the best 

to worst economic evaluations, the perception of poor 

economy causes perceptions of his charisma to decline 

by 0.259 units. Furthermore, there is “a much larger 

effect of public security evaluations,” causing a 0.793-

unit decrease in charisma levels.  

 

 
Table 2: Andrews-Lee 2 x 2 Experimental Conditions and 

Summary of Hypothesis 

 

 
Figure 1: Mean levels of movement attachment and candidate 

support by experimental condition (90% confidence intervals 

shown) for (a) Argentina and (b) Venezuela 

 

In their study “The Revival of Charisma,” 

Andrews-Lee (2018) explored different conditions by 

which a new, hypothetical political candidate after 

Chávez can gain legitimacy and support from a 

population, specifically with regard to their utilization of 

symbolic and material cues. As demonstrated in Table 2, 

the author followed a 2x2 experimental design with “four 

conditions such that respondents are randomly assigned 

to receive both, one, or neither of the two cues”; in the 

setup, the leader did or did not use symbols from the 

previous charismatic leadership of Hugo Chávez 

(symbolic cue) and did or did not successfully implement 

bold policy (material cue).  

In Figure 1, Andrews-Lee demonstrates the 

mean levels of Chavismo movement identification as 

well as candidate support through a measure of positive 

and negative feelings. It was found that, regardless of the 

presence of symbolic and bold policies, “respondents 

expressed equally strong identification with and feelings 

toward Chavismo across all four conditions.” 

Ultimately, identification with Chavismo ranged from 



 

 

 

8.48 to 8.56 while positive feelings ranged from 8.71 to 

8.96. The author describes this as a ceiling-effect, where 

very powerful feelings towards Chavismo suppressed 

any potential differences across the four conditions. On 

the other side of the spectrum, negative feelings are seen 

to be consistently very low, ranging only between 1.38 

to 1.7.  

In Figure 1 from Andrews-Lee’s research, she 

demonstrates the differences in the charisma score of the 

hypothetical successor to Chávez depending on which of 

the four conditions he possessed, as well as the intent of 

participants to vote for them. As opposed to the previous 

figure, there is discernible differences across the four 

conditions. A candidate that fulfilled symbolic ties and 

bold policies received the highest charisma score, as 

observed through the employment of the Hausman test 

and battery constructed by Merolla and Zechmeister. The 

second highest score came from the candidate that 

fulfilled bold policies but did not use symbolic ties 

received. The third highest came from the candidate who 

did not fulfill bold policies but used symbolic ties. 

Finally, the one that did not have bold policies nor 

symbolic ties had the lowest score.  

In Figure 1, it can be seen that the candidate that 

fulfills bold policy and uses symbolic ties also has the 

highest voter intent. However, dissimilarly to the 

previous calculation of charisma score, a candidate that 

had unsuccessful/unfulfilled bold policies and utilized 

symbolic ties had the second highest voter intent levels. 

The levels of the other two candidate conditions were 

lower level and relatively the same.   

 

 
Figure 2 

 

Data gathered by the Gallup World Poll 

displayed a change in Venezuelan satisfaction with their 

standard of living between the years 2005 and 2018. In 

this case, there was a notable negative correlation 

between time and satisfaction. As well, there was also a 

significant and drastic decline in satisfaction at the year 

2012, where before the satisfaction was relatively stable, 

falling between 73 percent and 82 percent.  From 2012 

until 2016, the satisfaction level fell from 79 percent to 

18 percent, except for only a slight change of negative 

one percent between 2013 and 2014. After 2016, there 

was a 17 percent rise in those with their standard of 

living, although it still reached only 35 percent 

satisfaction. 

In conjunction with this data, Figure 2 tracks 

the perception of Venezuelans between 2005 and 2018 

as to whether they see their standards of living as 

improving or declining (Reinhart 2019). There is overall 

a positive slope regarding the level of belief that quality 

of life is getting worse in the nation. Similar to other 

findings, between 2005 until 2012, the percent of people 

interpreting their conditions as worsening is consistently 

low—ranging between 8 percent and 15 percent. 

However, after 2012 and until 2016, there was a stark 

increase, rising from 11 percent to 80 percent in 2012 

and 2016 respectively. After 2016, there is a 20 percent 

decline leading up to 2018.  

 

 
Table 3: Standard of Living in Venezuela 2018, Pew Research 

Center 

 

In 2018, the Pew Research Center, a 

nonpartisan American fact tank based in Washington, 

D.C., conducted a topline questionnaire of Venezuelan 

citizens to provide information on social issues, public 

opinion, and demographic trends shaping Venezuela. As 

shown in Table 3, a majority of Venezuelan adults - 61 

percent - believe their system is worse off than their 

parents’ generation. Second, the table shows the 

perception of the quality of life by Venezuelan citizens 

polled, specifically in contrast with the lives lead by their 

parents’ years before. A total of 41 percent claim that 

their situation is “much worse” than from the time of 

their parents. Few see their situation as an improvement 

upon the past.   

 

 
Figure 3 

 



 

 

 

Gallup, a Washington DC based American 

analytics and advisory company, conducted face-to-face 

interviews in Venezuela with 1,000 adults aged 15 and 

older to create the Gallup World Poll.  In doing so, the 

company used the public opinion polls to calculate the 

changes of Venezuelan perception of various aspects of 

their nation. As shown in Figure 3, Gallup displays the 

change in Venezuelan satisfaction and dissatisfaction of 

the availability of quality healthcare between years 2006 

and 2018 (Reinhart, 2019). For the level of satisfaction 

with healthcare, there is a notable linear negative slope. 

In the first 6 years represented (2006-2012), there was 

relatively little change in satisfaction levels spanning a 

range of 72 percent and 59 percent satisfaction. Then, 

significant declines in satisfaction were initiated in 2013, 

when levels fell from 64 percent and 15 percent in 2013 

and 2018 respectively. On the other hand, as for the 

dissatisfaction with healthcare, there was a 

correspondingly positive incline in levels through time.   

 

 
Figure 4 

 

Figure 4 tracks the approval rating of citizens 

regarding the Venezuelan government over the years 

spanning 2006 to 2015 (Goddoy & McCarthy). Prior to 

2012, a strong majority of citizen approved of the 

performance of the current leadership, while after this 

year a stark change in perceptions becomes evident. 

Approval ratings dropped quickly to a historic low of 19 

percent in 2014, indicating that majority of Venezuelan 

citizens disapproved of the leadership at that time.  As 

recently as February of 2019, when Venezuelans were 

asked who they recognize as the current legitimate 

president of their country, only 4.8 percent chose Nicolás 

Maduro, according to a survey of 870 people conducted 

by Venezuelan consulting firm Meganálisis, which 

specializes in public opinion (2019). 

 

 
Figure 5 

 

Lastly, Table 3 demonstrates a fundamental 

distrust of the Venezuelan governmental regime by the 

citizens polled. A total of 39 percent of the polled 

citizens report a complete distrust of the regime, 

compared to a mere 13 percent that describe themselves 

as trusting of the government. Table 3 may be further 

supported by Figure 5 above, which registers high 

perceptions of corruption in the Venezuelan government 

using data gathered from the Gallup World Poll. As 

Figure 5 shows, the majority of Venezuelans do not trust 

any sector of government institutions except for the 

financial ones. 

The Cross-National Time-Series (CNTS) Data 

Archive records several key indicators between the years 

1999 and 2017. The first of the relevant indicators 

include instances of anti-government demonstrations, 

which are defined as “any peaceful public gathering of 

at least 100 people for the primary purpose of displaying 

or voicing their opposition to government policies or 

authority, excluding demonstrations of a distinctly anti-

foreign nature” (Banks, 2018).  Their data are based on 

newspaper reports, and therefore may not be entirely 

comprehensive or equally dispersed in all geographic 

locations. The degree of detailed coverage across all 

Venezuelan regions is not specified. Given this 

limitation, the CNTS Archive records the number of 

anti-government protests remains at an average of 1.73 

per year between 1999 and 2013, before ballooning to an 

average of 15.25 a year between 2014 and 2017.  In fact, 

the number of anti-government demonstrations was 

higher in the year 2014 alone, at 28, than the combined 

total of demonstrations over the thirteen previous years, 

amounting to 26. Data from 2018 and 2019 was not 

available. 

The second relevant indicator in the CNTS 

Archive are riots, defined as “any violent demonstration 

or clash of more than 100 citizens involving the use of 

physical force” (Banks, 2018). This indicator shows 

similar trends to those of demonstrations, staying at an 

average of 0.73 riots per year between 1999 and 2013 

before skyrocketing to an average of 11.75 per year 



 

 

 

between 2014 to 2017. Similarly, the sum total of riots 

in the thirteen-year period between 1999 and 2013 is less 

than the total number recorded in 2014 alone, at 11 and 

15, respectively.  

The CNTS Archive includes a metric titled the 

weighted conflict measure, calculated by giving a weight 

to each member of a group of indicators including 

assassinations, strikes, guerrilla warfare, government 

crises, purges, riots, revolutions, and anti-government 

demonstrations. The indicators are then multiplied by 

100 and averaged. Between 1999 and 2013, the weighted 

conflict measure in Venezuela came to an average of just 

under 800 before the 2014-2017 bracket when it 

increased ten-fold to an average of just under 8,000. 

 

 
Figure 6 

 

A non-governmental organization by the name 

of Observatorio Venezolano de Conflictividad Social 

(OVCS) has studied social conflict in Venezuela since 

2011, gathering data through local and regional news 

sources, information media, official organizations and 

nongovernmental organizations. Before publication, 

their data are validated and confirmed by their “situation 

monitoring unit” (OVCS 2019). As shown in Figure 6, 

the numbers of protests they have recorded since 2011 

are significantly higher than those in the CNTS Archive, 

potentially because of the more thorough nature of their 

methodology. There was an average of 5,077 protests per 

year between 2011 and 2013, but jump to over 9,000 in 

2014.  They then sink back into the five thousands before 

increasing by an average of approximately 30 percent 

each year, ultimately reaching the record-high of 12,715 

protests in Venezuela in 2018. 

 

 
Figure 7 

 

According to the Gallup World Poll published 

in January of 2019, the number of participants who say 

they would leave the country permanently if they were 

able to remain steady around an average of 12.7 percent 

between 2007 and 2013 (Gallup World Poll, 2019).  By 

2014, the number nearly doubled to 22 percent in 2014 

and 2015, and continued climbing to a high of 41 percent 

in 2017 (Gallup World Poll, 2019). Many Venezuelans 

have already left in higher numbers than previous years. 

As of 2018, the number of Venezuelans abroad totaled 

1.6 million, a major increase from the 700,000 abroad in 

2015 (International Organization for Migration [IOM] 

2018). Data from the United Nations High 

Commissioner on Refugees [UNHCR], as shown in 

Figure 7, reports that the number of asylum seekers has 

grown especially rapidly since 2014, when the number 

of asylum seekers leaving Venezuela was 3,872. By 

January of 2019, that number had increased to 414,570, 

amounting to a 107-fold increase over a five-year period 

(UNHCR, 2014). 

 

 
Table 4: Acts of Political Persecution in Venezuela 

 

The data compiled in Table 4 was collected 

from a report published in March of 2019 from Foro 

Penal, a non-governmental organization operating in 

Venezuela that provides legal and financial services to 

victims of political persecution. They collected their data 

from regional coordinators associated with the 

organization. Their data show that citizens are frequently 

targeted criminally for political dissention, with the 

current number of arrests creeping into the ten 

thousands. A total of 911 political prisoners were 



 

 

 

incarcerated at the time of publication. Since 2014, Foro 

Penal has counted a total of 2,713 political prisoners and 

a shocking 14,367 arbitrary arrests.  

 

Perceptions of Corruption in the Venezuelan 

Government 
Venezuelan perceptions of widespread 

corruption in their national government have remained 

high with a slight positive trend between the years 2006 

and 2015, according to the Gallup World Poll. Across all 

nine years, a majority of the population perceived that 

corruption was widespread, ranging from a low of 57 

percent and a high of 77 percent in 2006 and 2015 

respectively.  In the first 6 years, the level remained more 

consistent around an average of approximately 63 

percent. Following 2012, however, there is a visible 

incline in the perception of widespread government 

corruption, as it jumps 12 percent within a year and 

remains above 75 percent for the next three years. 

 

Discussion 

 

Charisma as a Protective Force 
Because the validity of a charismatic leader is reliant on 

the perceptions of his subjects, the formation of public 

perception and charismatic attachments is a “highly 

dynamic process.” The trends visible among public 

perception of Chávez convey a direct relationship with 

regard to a population’s perception of a leader’s 

charisma and the corresponding perception of their 

performance. 

Scholars like Merolla and Zechmeister argue 

that charismatic political leaders “are able to evade the 

tougher criticism more than ordinary leaders,” 

benefitting from a “Teflon shield.” As shown in Table 1, 

the authors tested this phenomenon, investigating if 

“those who perceive Chávez as more rather than less 

charismatic will be relatively less critical of his 

performance” with regards to the economy, public 

security, and corruption. Through the calculation of a 

regression, there is evidence that individuals with greater 

charisma are more protected by the positive, heroic lens 

that blurs the perceptions of the populace. As a result, 

people are more likely to provide better evaluations of 

the leader and national conditions, especially economic, 

and less likely to punish the leader for the seemingly 

poor current conditions, as compared to a non-

charismatic leader. Charisma, therefore, “carries special 

political purchase” for becoming relatively immune to 

poor evaluations.  

 On the other hand, Merolla and Zechmeister 

claim that although charisma may slow the process of 

losing support, the shielding effect cannot withstand the 

pressure of justified criticism of poor performance 

indefinitely. Due to the death of Chávez in March of 

2013, we unfortunately cannot see how charisma can 

impact public perception of his poor performance as the 

crisis intensified. Nevertheless, it can be inferred that 

many Venezuelans’ “confidence in Chávez’s 

[extraordinary] abilities would have substantially eroded 

by perceptions of his failure to deliver” the success he 

promised to his people.  

 

Maduro’s Charismatic Shortcomings 
As a further application of Merolla and 

Zechmeister’s theory, we argue that Maduro’s regime 

demonstrates the consequences of a leader lacking the 

charismatic protective shield, meaning they are more 

rapidly susceptible to the negative impact of poor 

performance evaluations. We see this effect clearly when 

it comes to the transition of power from Hugo Chávez to 

Nicolás Maduro. Scholar Ricardo Peñafiel argues that 

Chávez’s charisma was truly exceptional, and 

transferring such extraordinary characteristics was no 

simple task. Succinctly put, “any person cannot become 

exceptional by simple designation” (Peñafiel, 2015, p. 

2).  

This certainly was the case with Maduro, who 

never was able to exude the same level of charisma as 

Chávez. Even Maduro himself recognized that he was 

not going to be able to occupy the same extraordinary, 

charismatic persona upon which Chávez came to power. 

In a series of interviews with El Viejo Topo, Maduro 

explained, “Chavez managed to convoke the vast 

majority of the people to politics. He called on them for 

big tasks” (Maduro, 2014, p. 147). Replacing such a 

unique figure and replicating his powerful leadership, 

Maduro confessed, is “almost impossible” (Maduro, 

2013, p. 153).  This provides some explanation for the 

dramatic changes in public approval rates of the two men 

despite the fact that they promoted extremely similar, if 

not identical policies. In other words, the public was 

displeased with Nicolás Maduro, specifically in a way 

they never were with Hugo Chávez. 

 

The Revival of Charisma 
While the relationship between charisma and 

perceived performance of Chávez is well established, we 

argue that the “Teflon shield” theory presented by 

Merolla and Zechmeister can be tested further by 

exploring the role of charisma - or lack thereof - of 

Nicolás Maduro, the hand-picked successor. Despite the 

fact that Maduro could not replicate the charisma of 

Chávez, Andrews-Lee argues that other avenues exist by 

which a non-charismatic successor can maintain their 

legitimacy. Since the two leaders promoted extremely 

similar if not identical policies, one might suppose that 

they would experience extremely similar, if not identical, 

levels of public support so long as the successor 



 

 

 

remained completely loyal to the founder’s vision. 

Andrews-Lee explores the revival of charisma in times 

when power is transitioned from the founder of a 

charismatic leader to a loyalist, or successor, and how the 

new leader can bolster legitimacy and support from his 

new subjects.  

According to this theory, Maduro’s loyalty and 

connection to the previously constructed movement, 

namely Chavismo, should have provided him with an 

enviable “electoral cushion.” This connection to the 

previous movement is demonstrated through Maduro’s 

use of symbolic cues, such as the referral to or mirroring 

of his charismatic predecessor’s goals, identity, or 

movement. For example, Maduro carried on the habit of 

calling his company camarada, or comrade, one of 

Chávez’s preferred terms (Maduro, 2014, p.138). He was 

quick to bring up the former president, lavishing him 

with praise. In a 2013 interview on Telesur, after being 

asked about the South American trade bloc known as 

Mercosur, Maduro once brought the topic of Chávez to 

the conversation with the introduction, “The great 

creator of a sovereign, Bolivarian, Latin Americanist, 

humanist, peaceful foreign policy, the soul of this foreign 

policy, the creative genius, Commander Hugo Chávez” 

(p. 18). While such use of symbolic ties alone is initially 

beneficial for a non-charismatic successor like Maduro, 

Andrews-Lee explored how that successor may use 

symbolic and material cues (the successful 

implementation of bold policy) singularly or in 

combination to establish their own charisma, and thus 

legitimacy. 

Andrews-Lee found that the assessment of the 

new candidate’s charisma and the support they receive 

“vary based on the extent to which leaders can (a) 

demonstrate their own heroic capacities by fulfilling 

bold policies and (b) convincingly tie that heroism to 

Chávez’s legacy” (Andrews-Lee, 2018, p. 22). 

Undoubtedly, her data demonstrates that the strategic 

reactivation of followers’ deep, affective connection to 

the legacy of the previous leader does, in fact, offer 

significant benefit for initially accumulating support. 

However, as demonstrated in Figure 1b, Andrews-Lee’s 

data illustrated that hypothetical successors who 

combine the utilization of material and symbolic ties to 

Chavismo would have the strongest, most long-term 

follower support. Therefore, a successor’s sole reliance 

on symbolic ties in the absence material cues is 

insufficient to stabilize charisma and support; instead, 

new leaders must also independently demonstrate their 

own charisma and heroic capabilities to obtain long-term 

legitimacy. To do so, a leader must prove their ability to 

follow through on the promises made to desperate 

followers, specifically through the implementation of 

successful policy. In turn, the new leader can establish 

their own legitimacy and supplement the notable benefits 

of connecting to the predecessor’s legacy. Essentially, 

symbolic cues initiate support, whereas material cues 

maintain that support over time. 

In the case of Maduro’s attempt to compensate 

for his inability to recreate Chávez’s charisma, his sole 

reliance on symbolic rather than material cues resulted 

in a failure to create his own legitimacy. As theorized by 

Weber and Andrews-Lee, Maduro would have needed to 

implement strong and successful policies in order to 

legitimize his proclaimed hero reputation for the long 

term. If all went according to this plan, the 

implementation of these bold, chavista policies would 

have helped prolong the illusion that an era of equality 

and high standards of living was near. In reality, 

however, Maduro was unable to actualize successful 

material cues, resulting in negative perceptions of the 

national condition.  

For instance, Venezuelans reported a lower 

standard of living as the economy deteriorates. As 

demonstrated in Table 3, a vast majority of Venezuelans 

were dissatisfied with the quality of healthcare available, 

and sixty-one percent of Venezuelans believed their 

general standard of living was “somewhat” or “much 

worse” than that of their parents according to the Pew 

Research Center. Additionally, Figure 2 illustrates the 

results of the Gallup World Poll, where they found that 

the large number of Venezuelans who believed the 

standards of living are worsening each year hit a record 

high of 80 percent in 2016, the third full year of 

Maduro’s presidency. This number has dropped off 

slightly but remained significantly higher under the 

remainder of his presidency than it was during under any 

year under Chávez’s leadership. This reflects a certain 

pessimism among Venezuelans, who spent years under 

the Chávez presidency echoing messages of hope and 

idealism. Chávez often spoke of asking his citizens for 

sacrifice in the present for the sake of a better future, and 

his constituents granted him this sacrifice with little 

complaint, continuing to report high confidence in law 

enforcement institutions and high approval ratings of 

political leadership.  

Asking political followers for this level of 

sacrifice and continuing to receive enthusiastic public 

support is a testament to the exceptional charisma 

Chávez possessed, proof of his ability to “call on [his 

people] for big tasks,” as Maduro said (2013, p. 147). As 

Andrews-Lee suggested, Maduro could have recreated 

legitimacy and public approval had he succeeded in 

implementing symbolic and material cues, or somehow 

created his own charisma comparable to that of Chávez. 

Instead, he relied upon symbolic cues alone to appear 

legitimate, and in effect supported the theory that 

symbolic cues alone are not sufficient to foster favorable 

public perception. Succinctly put, charisma allowed 

Chávez to push the people to willingly sacrifice, while 



 

 

 

Maduro’s lack thereof brought the unbearable weight of 

these sacrifices to light as Venezuelans began to view 

their country’s quality of life less favorably. 

 

Impact on Public Perception 
As Venezuelans’ views of their country’s 

quality of living grew more negative, so too did their 

view of their country’s leadership. The most striking 

element of the data gathered on public perception is the 

drastic changes in trends that occur between 2012 and 

2014. Within this period, the Venezuelan people learned 

that their beloved leader Hugo Chávez was terminally ill, 

Maduro was selected by Chávez in 2013 to complete the 

remainder of the presidential term, and Maduro held his 

first full year of presidency in 2014. Since his first year 

in office, Maduro’s approval rating has consistently 

fallen, as the charismatic “shield” that protected Chávez 

failed to mitigate the public’s dissatisfaction toward 

Maduro’s poor performance.  

Turning first to the Gallup World Poll, Figure 4 

shows that Maduro’s approval ratings in his first three 

years were significantly lower than Chávez’s at any point 

in his presidency, supporting the argument that 

Maduro’s ethos of exceptionality is weaker. As Figure 4 

shows, the percentage of Venezuelans who approved of 

current leadership fell by nearly 50 percent in the year 

that Maduro took office, and continued to drop to an 

abysmal 20 percent approval by 2015. While the drop in 

general approval of leadership in the years immediately 

following Maduro’s promotion was troubling, issues of 

trust and confidence in leadership showed additional 

dark patterns continuing into surveys conducted as 

recently as 2018. A large majority of Venezuelans - 63 

percent - do not trust the government to do what is right 

for their country, according to a Pew survey in Table 3. 

Moreover, as shown in Figure 5, confidence level in the 

military, local police and judicial system for Venezuela 

dipped below 17.5 percent by 2016, amongst the lowest 

ratings in the world the year they were gathered. 

Next, both the Cross-National Time-Series 

Data Archive and the Observatorio Venezolano de 

Conflictividad Social found that instances of protests, 

anti-government demonstrations, and riots spike 

dramatically during this period, as seen in Figure 6. 

Because the two datasets define oppositional 

demonstrations differently and use different methods to 

gather their data, the specific numbers and trends differ 

between these sets. In this discussion, the term “protests” 

will be used to refer to the CNTS Archive’s anti-

government demonstrations and the OVCS’ protests.  

Despite the differences in operationalization, in 

both datasets we see a significant spike in protests in the 

year 2014, the first full year of Maduro’s presidency. In 

both cases, the numbers decline again the following year 

as the initial shock subsides, before increasing in 

subsequent years. The CNTS Archive does not include 

data for the year 2018, but according to the OVCS, that 

year marked a record high in protests since they began 

collecting data in 2011. The CNTS offers the advantage 

of numbers dating back to 1919, although the global 

access to daily local information in Venezuela was likely 

not as comprehensive as it is today. Regardless of this 

limitation, data beginning in 1999, the first year of 

Chávez’s presidency, shows that numbers of protests did 

not rise to nearly the levels seen in Maduro’s presidency. 

In fact, as stated previously, the first full year of 

Maduro’s presidency saw more protests than those in the 

entire thirteen years of Chávez’s presidency. 

The role of confidence in leadership cannot be 

understated when examining the intensifying crisis. In 

managing tumultuous political situations, a charismatic 

leader is able to persuade his followers to have complete 

confidence in his actions. Although Maduro has 

continued with the same message of sacrifice and future 

reward as Chávez, Venezuelans do not have the trust in 

his leadership that is essential for keeping morale high 

under Chávez’s control. The discursive community 

described by Maingueneau cannot prosper without its 

guarantor. Instead, more Venezuelans report a desire to 

leave the country altogether, with approximately four out 

of ten reporting that they would move permanently to 

another country if given the opportunity in 2016 to 2018 

(Gallup World Poll, 2019). That contrasts dramatically 

with the same statistic under Chávez, which hovered 

around one in ten (Gallup World Poll, 2019). This 

number was even higher among young, educated 

Venezuelans in 2018, with half of adults aged 15 to 29 

reporting a desire to leave permanently (Gallup World 

Poll, 2019).  

Moreover, the numbers of Venezuelans 

actually leaving the country has increased dramatically 

over the years of Maduro’s presidency, as demonstrated 

by the doubling of Venezuelans located abroad within 

the three-year period between 2015 to 2018 (IOM, 

2018). This trend of exodus is more shockingly 

displayed in Figure 7, with a 107-fold increase in 

asylum-seekers between 2014 and 2018. For 

Venezuelans who have remained in the country, faith in 

the government is low as its legitimacy weakens in the 

eyes of the people. With little confidence in national 

leadership, Venezuelans are no longer willing to endure 

an arduous present in the hope of a prosperous future, 

and believe that foreign nations may be more willing to 

grant asylum in light of the severe deterioration of 

standard of living. 

 

Relationship Between Legitimacy and Force 
As for consequences of the aforementioned lack 

of legitimacy, we argue that Maduro is driven to the 

militarization of his government, relying on the use of 



 

 

 

force and repression to compensate for the public 

backlash of his shortcomings in tangible development. 

While the practice was first initiated by Chávez, Maduro 

has increasingly continued the employment of 

“expressions of authoritarianism … centered on the 

continued chipping away of freedom of expression” 

(Maya, 2014, p. 80). In comparison to Chávez, the 

number of victims of political persecution has reportedly 

doubled since Maduro’s inauguration, where, as shown 

in Table 4, there has been over 14,000 citizens arrested 

for political opposition since 2014 (Foro Penal 2018). 

Frequently, security forces under the Maduro 

administration’s control repress or violently oppose 

protestors overtly or covertly. While we expect this 

number to be less than reality, the 2017 US Human 

Rights Report compiled NGO information where they 

found that there were 13,343 claims made by citizens 

against the Venezuelan police force for human rights 

violations. Notably however, only 320 were actually 

processed, demonstrating the authorities’ commitment to 

the repression of and lack of regard for the rights of the 

opposition (United States Government, 2017).  

Moreover, a general abuse of authority is also 

reflected in the Gallup World Poll statistic, stating that 

the people view that widespread corruption has steadily 

increased in the national government, reaching 78 and 77 

percent in 2014 and 2015 respectively (Gallup World 

Poll, 2019). For instance, Maduro allegedly rigged the 

results of the 2018 election, presumably to maintain his 

rule through seemingly democratic means for the 

international eye. While this is not overt violence against 

the population, it showcases Maduro’s willingness to 

abuse his power to repress those that deem him 

illegitimate and threaten his leadership.  

 

Looking Into The Future: Juan Guaído 
Maduro’s deteriorating legitimacy is further 

exemplified by the recent events regarding the 

opposition leader Juan Guaído. According to 

Venezuelan legislation Article 233, in the event of an 

elected president being viewed as unable to serve or 

where there is no president, the leader of the National 

Assembly is to step in as interim president (Venezuelan 

Constitution). Juan Guaído has lead the National 

Assembly since 2011, and has quickly become a leading 

figure in the resistance against Maduro despite his short 

time in office. In the wake of allegations of electoral 

fraud that emerged regarding the 2019 presidential 

election, Guaído has been openly contesting Maduro’s 

legitimacy and claiming he must step in as interim 

president until a proper election can be conducted. 

Support for this rising leader is strong, as shown 

in a Meganálisis poll of 870 people in February of 2019. 

When asking respondents who they viewed as the 

legitimate leader, Guaído earned 83.7 percent of 

responses in contrast to Maduro’s 4.8 percent 

(Meganálisis, 2019). Further, 84.6 percent of 

respondents claimed they were motivated to protest in 

order to defend and help Guaído become the interim 

president (Meganálisis, 2019). On a global level, other 

nations have recognized Guaído as the legitimate leader, 

including the United States, Britain, Germany, France, 

and the majority of Latin American countries 

surrounding Venezuela (Meganálisis, 2019). However, 

the Venezuelan military is acting in support of Nicolás 

Maduro, and almost 90 percent of Venezuelans believe 

the nation’s armed forces would not recognize Guaído as 

interim president, creating for a stark divide of allegiance 

and power.  

The current climate of political discourse and 

recent events regarding political opposition in Venezuela 

make for a potentially pivotal scenario. The Venezuelan 

population has been repeatedly tested on how much 

sacrifice they can tolerate, but Maduro’s failure to 

provide public goods to his population has caused the 

crisis to grow to a scale that merits international 

attention. At this moment, the motives of Guaído and the 

international leaders supporting him are merely left to 

speculation. Is he the conduit to revive Venezuela’s 

democratic process and give the people their voice back, 

or is he another politician who wants his glory at the 

helm of the ship?  

 

Limitations 

 
In conducting our research, one focal limitation 

encountered is time. We began researching this topic in 

September 2018, but we only began writing it in earnest 

at the start of 2019, having the final paper written over a 

couple of months. Similarly, data regarding the current 

political situation of Venezuela can be difficult to 

navigate amidst the constantly changing current political 

climate. 

Finally, another limitation is availability of 

accurate statistics and documentation of the 

humanitarian crisis, as Venezuela has consistently failed 

to provide data especially considering the widespread 

corruption amidst political turmoil. Moreover, it is 

possible that data provided by the Venezuelan 

government may be biased; with this in mind, we largely 

relied on respected NGOs and third-party research 

organizations like Gallup and Pew for our data. It is 

necessary to note that the US Human Rights Report, 

while drawing from what we suspect to be genuine data, 

could have a political motive in the way it is presented. 

In fact, considering the polarity of the topic, we have 

encountered a variety of biased or misleading articles 

which we have dismissed at our own discretion.  

 



 

 

 

Conclusion 

 
It is apparent that the spiraling humanitarian and 

economic crisis in Venezuela is due to many factors; 

however, we have argued that the transition of leadership 

from a charismatic leader to one lacking the same 

magnetism has resulted in the drastic decline in public 

approval. Through the analysis of the changes in public 

perception of Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro over 

time, we were successful in substantiating our 

hypothesis. Charisma or a lack thereof was demonstrated 

to be a significant differentiating variable between the 

two leaders, which subsequently fueled negative 

perceptions of each leader and of the condition of 

Venezuela. Due to Maduro’s sole reliance on symbolic 

ties to Chávez and inability to convey his own charisma 

through successful policy, Maduro failed to revitalize the 

charismatic attachments initially formed by Chávez. As 

a result, he was not provided with the same “Teflon 

shield” to legitimize his administration in the face of 

poor performance, and thus he could not maintain high 

approval ratings to the same degree Chávez did. While 

we do not argue that charisma is crucial for a leader to 

be successful generally, we found that the nature of the 

transition of Venezuelan leadership has impacted 

popular opinion, as citizens have long-depended on 

charismatic attachments for the legitimization of leaders. 

We have produced this scholarship in an effort 

to provide further insight on how charisma can influence 

success or failure of a successor within established 

charismatic regimes. This scholarship should be utilized 

to understand moments of transition within such regimes 

around the world as well as the subsequent consequences 

of a successor’s inability to maintain previously formed 

charismatic attachments. Due to a lack of comprehensive 

research, future study should investigate the human 

rights abuses within Venezuela further and also the 

extent to which law enforcement agencies such as the 

military, police, and judiciary system back Maduro 

through times of resistance. Likewise, we urge scholars 

to follow the current struggle for power in Venezuela as 

Juan Guáido proclaims himself interim president, and 

investigate future developments in how charisma may 

influence the further contestation of Maduro’s 

administration and his potential removal from office by 

the public. 
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Introduction 
Over the past several years, the United States and 

China have faced a multitude of issues regarding their trade 

relationship. After several years of overlooking these 

problems, the tensions between the two countries have 

compiled and have led up to a potentially devastating trade 

war. Each side has waged significant tariffs on the other and 

the effects of the trade war have been felt all across the globe. 

Various factors have contributed to these tensions such as the 

trade balance, intellectual property rights, and the exchange 

rate. These various factors have had a significant impact on 

American society, resulting in Donald Trump calling lots of 

attention to the United States-China trade relationship. The 

fear that China’s trade practices are negatively impacting 

United States businesses is growing rapidly. Despite the fact 

that many leaders and officials have expressed these concerns, 

little action has been taken to address these problems. 

Through a case study analysis, this paper reviews and 

analyzes the factors that have contributed to these tensions, 

primarily focusing on the trade balance between the United 

States and China, intellectual property rights, and China’s 

exchange rate manipulation. 

 

Review of the Literature 
 

The United States and China have had a strained 

diplomatic relationship over the course of the past ten years. 

Recently, U.S. President Donald Trump has drawn attention 

to the growing trade deficit and he, along with his negotiators, 

have made strides towards a renegotiated trade agreement. 

The current state of affairs between China and the U.S. is the 

product of China’s resurgence as a global superpower and 

their goal to surpass U.S. hegemony. Literature regarding 

modern U.S.-China trade relations from the Obama 

administration to the Trump administration points to a variety 

of economic and political factors that have contributed to the 

current trade war. Due to conflicting ideological identities, 

China has pursued a path of economic development without 

concern for corruption, worker safety laws, trade ethics, 

fabrication of economic data, and currency manipulation. 

This, coupled with a slow economic recovery from the 2008 

financial crisis, a growing trade deficit, stagnant wages, and 

drastic change in U.S. political ideologies, is changing the 

power dynamic between the United States and China.  

Based on literature by Edward Chen, U.S.-China 

Trade Relations and Economic Distrust (Chen, 2014), a 

variety of factors have caused economic tension between the 

US and China. Some of these factors include Chinese 

intellectual property infringements and online piracy, the 

U.S.’s trade deficit with China, and how certain laws favor 

Chinese manufacturing. The article also discusses how China 

relates to U.S. trade: for example, much of Chinese holdings 

are in U.S. treasury bonds and there is a lack of the renminbi 

(RMB) used internationally. Additionally, there is a fear of 

America using China as a scapegoat for all economic 

insecurities. This article provides a good overview of varying 

factors that lead to tension in economic trade between the two 

countries, but the article lacks specific quantitative data. Thus, 

intentional currency manipulation and increased intellectual 

property theft have severely weakened US economic 

capabilities.  

The article Coping with a Conflicted China, The 

Washington Quarterly (Shambaugh, 2011) discusses the 

complexity of China’s growth internationally and the many 

new voices and actors that are unprecedented in such growth. 

China is deeply conflicted as it holds a series of international 

identities. This spectrum of global identities includes attitudes 

such as nativism, realism, major powers, Asia first, global 

south, selective multilateralism, and globalism. There is great 

discourse over what kind of power China is exactly, as they 

deny the statuses of global and major powers. Due to this, 

there is confusion as to how other nations should be treating 

it. China’s competing interests and identities is reflected in its 

policy. The article delves into the nature of all of these 

identities, and how China aims to have them coexist, as they 

are not necessarily all mutually exclusive. We learn from this 

Causes of the U.S.-China Trade War: Analysis from 2008-2018 

 

Rachel Bixby, Hanlon Lowell, Max Hahn, Merisa Rovcanin 

 
The recent U.S. efforts to negotiate a trade agreement with China are the direct result of mounting tensions between the two 

global superpowers. As trade talks continue to advance into April 2019, more than a year has passed since President Donald 

Trump placed the first tariff on Chinese imports on March 24, 2018. In order to understand the nature of these negotiations, 

it is crucial to consider why the trade war started in the first place. The goal of this paper is to analyze the political and 

economic developments between the U.S. and China that have occurred in past ten years, and to craft a holistic explanation 

of which factors led to the current state of affairs. Using economic data obtained from FRED (Federal Reserve Economic 

Database) and WIPO (World Intellectual Property Organization), along with existing literature on diplomatic relations 

between the two countries, we explored which trends brought about the trade war. We found that a major shift in the power 

dynamic between the U.S. and China, along with rising trade deficits, intellectual property infringements, and currency 

fluctuations, created the need for a mutual trade agreement between the two parties to settle their differences. The 

accompanying strained effects on trade relations throughout this time period led to both countries issuing tariffs on each 

other, and ultimately the need for an entirely new trade deal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adjust lower border of this text box to fit size of abstract. 



 

 

 

article that China became so difficult to work with because it 

was balancing these identities, and how their priorities 

changed during the Obama administration.  

In the article by Emily Ashbee titled “The Obama 

administration and United States trade policy” (Ashbee, 

2010), the author shines light on the poor economic 

conditions under which Obama came to power following the 

financial crisis of 2008. The author then lays the background 

of U.S. trade policy leading up to Obama, specifically calls 

for increased protectionism resulting from the job loss 

associated with Bill Clinton’s NAFTA and other free trade 

agreements. During the 2008 election, Obama signaled a 

more interventionist trade view but later recognized that 

protectionism was not the correct response to globalization. 

At the time Obama won, there were existing concerns from 

the Bush administration about the reluctance to retaliate 

against China since they “undervalued the yuan, tolerated the 

piracy of American intellectual property, and subsidized 

particular industries so as to give itself a competitive 

advantage.” Accordingly, the Obama administration imposed 

a 35% import fee on Chinese tires in September of 2009. This 

was followed by China placing a 36% import fee on American 

nylon and talks of a trade war began swirling. Obama 

responded with anti-dumping duties on Chinese steel pipes, a 

retaliation for China exporting their products below market 

value in order to undercut American industry. This made for 

worsening U.S.-China relations as 2009 came to a close, 

though Obama was praised by the American steel industry for 

taking action. More recently, U.S. President Donald Trump 

has levied tariffs on a much larger scale, though it is evident 

from Waddan’s article that President Obama faced similar 

challenges during his tenure. It should be noted that the 

change in power resulting from the 2016 presidential election 

was accompanied by a shift in how diplomacy was conducted. 

This reveals that recent escalation may seem rapid, but is 

actually the outcome of many years of tension and a change 

in style on the part of the United States (Ashbee, 2010). 

The article Beijing: A Global Leader With ‘China 

First’ Policy (Shambaugh 2011) addressed China’s 

conflicting identities and priorities on the world stage, but 

how the major city of Beijing will always put China ahead of 

all other goals. On global issues, Beijing appears to act with 

an odd combination of hesitancy and truculence. They are 

hesitant with issues that will affect their neighbors as they do 

not want to do anything that will impact their economic 

growth. China lacks a global vision, and instead looks to 

pursue their own economic interests. The U.S. and Europe, on 

the other hand, hope for a China that participates in solving 

global issues, considering that China is growing as a world 

power. Despite China’s rapid growth and heightened status on 

the world stage, Beijing does not seem willing to cooperate. 

Literature on Chinese Manufacturing in the Shadow 

of the China-US Trade War (Liu, 2018) discusses the trade 

war under the context of President Xi’s “Made in China 2025” 

plan. Overall, the author concludes China’s strict adherence 

to this economic doctrine leaves them with very little 

flexibility in trade negotiations, ultimately negatively 

impacting trade relations. The ideology was initiated as state-

owned enterprises have decreased and private enterprises 

have increased in the market, thus changing China’s 

manufacturing structure. This structural change combined 

with decline in China’s competitive advantage in 

manufacturing have led China to follow this hardline path.  

In the past decade, following the events of 9/11 and 

other international crises, the United States’ focus shifted 

toward these international matters resulting in little attention 

to China and its rising dominance at the international level. 

The two nations have faced opposing views with issues that 

concern China’s regional hegemony in Southeast Asia and 

even its increased role in trade with Europe, Latin America, 

Africa, and the Middle East that could potentially be seen as 

China growing into a potential rival of the United States. The 

study “The Future of U.S. China Relations: Is Conflict 

Inevitable?” by Aaron L. Friedberg analyzes the prospects of 

tensions between the United States and China in order to 

construct an understanding of what can be expected of the 

relationship between these two world superpowers. The study 

examines various perspectives of different political scientists 

and foreign policy analysts, whether they are the liberal 

optimists or realists, in order to discover the nature of China’s 

rise to power and what it entails. Researchers suspect that 

China could easily overtake the United States in terms of 

economic power and that we can expect to see a rise in its 

military power as well. The study suspects that the persisting 

tensions may also be a result of differing ideologies: China is 

a one-party authoritarian state whereas the United States is a 

democracy. The nature of the relationship between these two 

countries is fully dependent upon their relative propensity to 

cooperate or compete. Over time, the US and China’s 

relationship could get better or worse depending upon 

whether cooperation or competition dominates.  

The study of “Understanding the Sources of Friction 

in U.S.-China Trade Relations: The Exchange Rate Debate 

Diverts Attention from Optimum Adjustment” by Wing Thye 

Woo elaborates upon the sources of friction between the 

United States and China through discussing exchange rates, 

trade imbalances, and the balance of payments. The study also 

discusses the topic of worker’s anxiety within the United 

States and how these feelings may have contributed to rising 

tensions as the trade deficit and growing imports from China 

were suspected to be taking jobs away from American 

workers. The author notes that many wanted to blame the 

falling wages and job losses on the growing trade relationship 

between the United States and China. The author continues to 

suggest that these tensions are not one party’s fault, but rather 

both sides should work to make improvements and ultimately 

repair any damage to the economic relationship between the 

two countries. Therefore, the study sheds light on the various 

factors that have contributed to United States and China 

tensions and how these tensions will continue if the two 

superpowers do not repair the relationship.  



 

 

 

Comprehensive review of literature reveals a 

growing number of changes and intensification of factors that 

influence United States-China relations. The trade deficit due 

to Chinese manufacturing efficiency has led to ideological 

changes in the US and resulting harsher rhetoric towards 

China. China has thus strengthened its trade and political 

positions by responding tit-for-tat with the US trade war. 

However, the literature lacks clear evidence of how these 

factors directly led to the US-China trade war.  

 

Methodology 
 

We used a case study method to investigate multiple 

U.S. trade policies that have been implemented regarding 

relations with China. The primary emphasis of this study is on 

changes put into effect by the Obama administration 

throughout his tenure from 2008 - 2016. The goal is to 

understand how the current state of trade relations with China 

came to be, and why the Trump administration was prompted 

to engage in talks centered around a new trade deal.  

Our case studies begin with an exploration of some 

key variables, namely, intellectual property rights, currency 

manipulation, rapid Chinese growth, and U.S. policy 

responses. The impact of these crucial factors will be 

measured in an analysis of economic data, including the size 

of the trade deficit, growth of gross domestic product within 

each country, currency exchange rates, and data on the filing 

of patents. We intend to show that trade relations with China 

deteriorated over the years as China increased predatory 

practices regarding intellectual property. In order to find 

relevant case studies, we narrow down database searches by 

using key phrases such as “Obama trade policy” and “trade 

deficit with China”.  

In addition, we will also investigate net exports over 

time in a graphical display and compare them to our 

chronology of leadership changes and key events. We then 

will analyze how these changes relate to GDP growth over 

time in the two countries; and discover whether the indication 

of policy changes directly lead to more or less beneficial trade 

imbalances, and resultant GDP growth.   

We think it is vital to maintain a timeline of events 

and developments in a chronological order, meaning we 

examine cases beginning at the start of Obama’s presidency 

and commencing at the beginning of Trump’s. It is important 

to note that U.S.-China relations are dynamic in nature and 

are constantly evolving, especially as talks between the two 

nations have increased in 2018-19 as they work towards a new 

trade agreement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results and Findings 
 

Trade Deficit 
Figure 1: Net Exports of Goods and Services (2010-2018) 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis 

 

Figure 2: Net Exports of Goods and Services (2016-2018) 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis 

 

Table 1: U.S. Trade in Goods with China (2018-2019) 

 
Source: U.S. Census 



 

 

 

 

Figure 1 showcases net exports of goods and 

services between the US and China, which is one of the key 

components in measurement of GDP, over the past 10 years. 

Net exports over the past decade have remained rather flat for 

both US and China, with the US in net deficit and China in 

net surplus. The most notable increase occurred during the 

2008 recession, which occurred due to a decrease in the price 

of US exported products. However, the graph does indicate a 

negative trend for US net exports, which appears to have 

started with leadership change between Obama and Trump.  

With a more micro view of the past 2 years (see 

Figure 2), it becomes clear that US net exports has been 

decreasing, from $500 billion loss in trade to most recent Q3 

2018 $660 billion. An interesting point in time occurred from 

Q1 to Q2 in 2018, during which US net exports of goods and 

services increased rapidly, but then returned to normal 

negative levels.  

Regarding specific trade figures between US and 

China since the start of the trade war in summer 2018 month 

by month, analysis can be done based on US census data (see 

Table 1). Since the start of the back-and-forth style tariffs 

from US and China, US balance of trade since July 2018 

follows the graphs above, increasing the trade deficit until 

October 2018, at a peak $43,102.5 million. Following 

October 2018, the trade deficit has been decreasing to the 

January 2019 figure of $34,469 million. However, based on 

the data, declining US imports, not increased US exports, 

have led to the declining trade balance. Thus, the beginning 

of a trade war has not increased the value of US goods and 

services exported, but rather just decreased US imports. 

Further investigation could be done on how declining imports 

affect US domestic consumption, but overall it appears the 

trade war has not added any value to the US GDP.  

 
Intellectual Property 

Figure 3: Patent Activity in Various Nations 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Patent Activity among Various Firms 

 
 

China’s economy has been growing quickly over the 

course of the past ten years, but they have been widely 

accused of partaking in unethical trade practices. Some of this 

growth may be attributed to breaking international laws that 

other countries commonly follow, such as respecting 

intellectual property rights. The World Trade Organization 

(WTO) launched an investigation into China’s predatory 

practices in late 2018, but the United States claims that this 

problem has existed long before action was taken.  

China has ramped up the filing of both patents and 

trademarks in the past few years. Between 2015 and 2016, for 

example, China filed the most patents of any country in the 

world by a wide margin. In fact, they filed more patents than 

the second, third, fourth, and fifth ranking countries 

combined. Not only is the sheer number of patents being filed 

alarming, but also the rate at which this amount is growing. In 

that same time period, China increased patent filings by 

around 21%, while the United States increased its filings by 

approximately 2%. It is undeniable that China has become the 

leader in patenting proprietary technology, but the reasons for 

this development are less clear. The answer may lie in which 

specific companies are filing these patents in China, and how 

those companies become so innovative so quickly.  

Both Huawei and ZTE have been accused of being 

an arm of the Chinese state by U.S. lawmakers, though China 

denies any interference with the companies. The CFO of 

Huawei was detained and indicted by the United States 

government in January 2019, showing that the two sides are 

clearly at odds. The rapid filing of patents by Huawei and ZTE 

is unprecedented, especially because of how new the two 

firms are. This point of contention between the U.S. and 

China is at the very root of the current trade war, though the 

fact remains that the United States lags far behind China in 

patent filings. 

 

Conflicting National Identities 
In recent years, China has had to balance its hunger 

for economic power with its many conflicting identities on the 

world stage. The fact that Beijing acts only in ways that puts 

China’s economic growth first and is hesitant to interfere with 

anything that could affect its production has strained its 

relations abroad. International strain occurs because China 

does not work to solve world issues with countries it wants to 

work with. However, even if China were to put its own 



 

 

 

economic growth on the backburner, how exactly it would act 

in international issues is complicated. China holds many 

different responsibilities that have only grown in magnitude 

as China’s power became vastly greater. These 

responsibilities include its role as a major power, “Asia first” 

pressures, and attitudes such as nativism, realism, and 

globalism. This all has contributed to why China has become 

increasingly difficult to work with, specifically in 2009-2010. 

New voices and actors in China’s political sphere only 

worsened the issue. How exactly China is going to balance its 

conflicting goals, identities, and new-found power is still in 

question and only worsens China’s attitudes toward trade.  

 

 
Exchange Rates 

Figure 5: China/U.S. Foreign Exchange Rate 

Source: Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve 

System (US) 

 
China’s exchange rate policies have drastically 

impacted many other nations that struggle to keep up with 

Chinese growth and economic domination. Throughout the 

past decade, Chinese officials and businesses have greatly 

profited and benefited as a result of their trade policies, 

whereas the United States has suffered enormously. However, 

the United States has struggled to enact the proper policy to 

target China’s misdoings.  

Over the course of the past few years, economic 

analysts have speculated about the severity of China’s 

exchange rate manipulation and its impact on U.S.-China 

trade relations. Unlike many of the world’s developed 

economies, China does not have a floating exchange rate. 

Instead, China pegs its currency. According to Wayne M. 

Morrison’s research on China-U.S. Trade Issues, “between 

1994 and July 2005, China pegged its currency, the renminbi 

(RMB) or yuan, to the U.S. dollar at about 8.28 yuan to the 

dollar. In July 2005, China appreciated the RMB to the dollar 

by 2.1% and moved to a “managed float,” based on a basket 

of major foreign currencies, including the U.S. dollar” 

(Morrison, 2011). China has been known for manipulating its 

exchange rate in order to maintain its status as one of the 

world’s most dominant exporters. Even between July 2009 

and June 2010, despite having allowed its currency, the yuan, 

to appreciate, they ended the appreciation of their currency so 

that they could prevent a drastic impact on the global demand 

for Chinese goods and services (Morrison, 2011). This trend 

of intentionally adjusting the exchange rate in order to prevent 

a change in their status as a dominant global exporter has 

contributed to the trade tensions between the United States 

and China. United States companies have worried about the 

impact of the exchange rate manipulation as it has become 

increasingly difficult for many U.S. industries to compete 

with lower-cost Chinese goods and services. 

A study by Dr. C. Fred Bergsten discusses the 

potential policy actions that the Obama administration could 

have taken to address China’s undervaluation of its currency. 

The study recommended realigning Chinese currency and 

pushing China to allow their currency to gradually appreciate 

over two or three years so that they could essentially reduce 

China’s current account surplus by up to $500 billion as well 

as reducing the U.S. current account surplus by up to $120 

billion. These policy actions could have potentially had 

drastic positive economic impacts for the United States as it 

could have created up to half a million jobs for U.S. citizens 

(Bergsten, 2011). Furthermore, the study mentions a strategy 

of countervailing currency intervention “against Chinese 

purchases of dollars by making offsetting purchases of 

Chinese RMB should the Chinese refuse to revalue their 

currency” (Bergsten, 2011). China’s constant activity in the 

global markets has kept the value of the dollar up as China 

has made massive purchases of U.S. currency which in turn 

has allowed the RMB to maintain its low value. This study 

therefore suggests to counteract China’s purchases with 

subsequent purchases of China’s currency to aid in raising its 

value. 

A 2012 article from Forbes by Kenneth Rapoza 

discusses the more recent state of China’s currency 

manipulation and impact in the global market. China may no 

longer be considered to be actively manipulating its currency, 

but the article suggests that China’s currency is still extremely 

undervalued. China’s currency, the renminbi, has actually 

been appreciating in recent years. But, despite its appreciating 

currency, China still experienced record numbers of exports 

in those years. Therefore, the major goal of the Obama 

administration during this time period was to persuade the 

Chinese government to enact reforms that would eventually 

allow the value of their currency to be determined purely by 

market conditions. The potential readjustment of the 

exchange rate would drastically benefit both the United States 

and China, not to mention the rest of the global economy.  

 Although there has been a lessening amount of 

Chinese intervention in the exchange rate levels, this previous 

intervention has damaged the relationship between the United 

States and China. The movement towards a floating exchange 

rate will greatly benefit both nations. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Discussion 
 

Analysis of US net exports with China in correlation 

with the timeline of major events in the US-China trade war 

leads to interesting conclusions. In March of 2018 Trump 

levied import tariffs on steel at 25% and aluminum at 10% 

which was followed by China reacting by levying tariffs on 

aluminum, meat, fruit, and wine from the US. In the Census 

data on US - China trade, this did not seem to affect US trade 

trend with China, as from March to May 2018 imports to the 

US from China increased, while exports increased. This result 

appears to be due to US tariff law being stricter than Chinese 

tariff law. Furthermore, in the summer of 2018, the US levied 

tariffs on $50 billion in Chinese exports, with China 

responding in kind with similar tariffs. These tariffs did not 

change US import demand from China, as US imports from 

May to September 2018 increased by $7 billion. It is unclear 

whether increased demand for Chinese imports occurred 

because the tariff rates were low, or whether inelasticity exists 

in the production of such imported electronic goods. It is also 

possible that the perceived short-term nature of the tariffs did 

not influence US buying of Chinese imports. Following the 

summer of back-and-forth tariff levying, further back-and-

forth style tariffs continued until November 9, 2018 when US 

and China resumed trade talks, which led to the temporary 

truce on December 2. Thus, since October, US balance of 

trade has decreased. However, this has not increased US 

GDP, as US imports since October 2018 decreased by about 

$8 billion, and US exports continued to decrease. Thus, more 

research needs to be conducted on why US imports contracted 

despite trade talks resuming.  

The ongoing trade discussions between the United 

States and China have brought to light the issues each side 

finds most important for reaching a deal. The U.S. has 

signaled that intellectual property rights will be a key facet of 

the deal, indicating they played an integral role in the US’s 

implementation of tariffs. Data from WIPO shows that 

Chinese technology companies greatly increased their patent 

filings in the ten years leading up to 2018, surpassing the 

United States, Japan, Europe, and North Korea combined. 

Chinese technological advancements and progress on 

artificial intelligence has led the U.S. to attempt to level the 

playing field by retaliating with tariffs. They accuse Chinese 

officials of running both ZTE and Huawei, which have both 

been banned from doing business with the U.S. government. 

Additionally, the indictment of Huawei’s CFO in January 

2019 for evading sanctions show that tariffs are not the only 

tool in the U.S. portfolio for responding to China. While it is 

difficult to quantify the impact of intellectual property 

infringements on the part of China, the consensus among 

experts is that China has been untrustworthy and misleading. 

Trump has repeatedly campaigned on China’s “cheating” and 

his promise to respond with tariffs. 

Considering China’s history of manipulating the 

exchange rates, it is imperative that the United States moves 

to ensure that China does not further manipulate their 

currency. Fair trade practices are necessary for the two 

countries to effectively cooperate, and if China is unfairly 

undervaluing their currency in order to sell goods at lower 

cost, the global economic market will suffer. Most developed 

countries have moved towards a floating exchange rate which 

allows the exchange rate to fairly adjust to various levels 

based on conditions in the foreign exchange markets and 

global economy. Although China has recently allowed their 

exchange rate to adjust without much direct government 

influence, it is important that the United States remains 

cautious, because the undervalued exchange rate can majorly 

influence the trade balance and whether the United States’ 

trade deficit remains high. 

In general, the United States and China are two of 

the key players in the worldwide economy and therefore, it is 

imperative that the two superpowers are able to cooperate 

with each other. There are many factors, including the trade 

deficit, intellectual property infringement, and exchange rate 

manipulation, that have played into and led up to the trade war 

and the exchange rate is a major factor. However, in general, 

it is likely that the recent tensions have occurred as a result of 

unfair trading practices and an unfair playing field. The 

optimal outcome would be for the United States to work 

towards holding China accountable while working to repair 

their trade relations.  

 

Limitations 
 

Some key limitations exist which restrict the scope 

and significance of our research. Mainly the time constraint 

of researching within one semester limits the quantity of 

research material we were able to consider.  

Further limits were placed on some of the economic 

data we could find; the most recent net export data for the US 

was only up until January 2019, which limited the currency of 

our findings. In general, we limited our research to between 

2008 and 2018 and so we only accounted for the relevant trade 

issues that took place in that time period. However, United 

States and China trade relations have been taking place for 

many decades that we did not account for. It is possible that 

there have been other issues that have persisted and affected 

the nature of the U.S.-China trade relationship prior to the 

time period we selected. Furthermore, this study is primarily 

based on qualitative data and so our research may be limited 

in scope because the data we collected is missing other 

numbers and calculations that could have potentially 

impacted our findings and conclusions. 

 

Conclusion 
 

US-China trade war is an issue stemming from a 

number of factors which preceded its development. 

Intellectual property rights in the form of Chinese replicating 

American intellectual property as well as mass increase in 

Chinese patents has raised suspicions of the safety of US 

intellectual property. Furthermore, currency manipulation in 



 

 

 

foreign exchange between China and the US reveals 

undervaluation of Chinese money to continue the flow of 

cheap exports from China to the US. This ultimately led to 

the US China trade war, which while reducing US trade 

deficit, does not indicate any signs of improving US GDP. 
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Introduction 

This case study aims to investigate the variances 

among tactics between various nationalist groups in 

different regions of the world, and address the underlying 

reasons why tactics among these groups may vary. We 

studied the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE), 

Hamas, and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia (FARC). We first examine the most prevalent 

tactics of each group, elaborate upon the variances, and 

uncover why each group uses their specific tactics. Some 

tactics are in common among the groups, while others are 

not. The LTTE trended toward suicide attacks, the FARC 

towards random bombings and violence, while Hamas 

had the most sophisticated military tactics with a full 

arsenal of rockets, a navy, and an advanced infantry. 

 

Review of the Literature 
 

LTTE 

In Sri Lanka, the LTTE had a large presence until 

their disbandment in 2009. The LTTE began their 

struggle in 1976 and fought to establish an independent 

Tamil state for the Tamils in Sri Lanka (“Liberation 

Tigers of Tamil Elam,” 2015). Scholar Muttukrishna 

Sarvananthan argues that the LTTE was primarily an 

organization without a political strategy, especially since 

1983, and that their chief means of attaining their goal of 

a Tamil state was by militarily defeating Sri Lanka’s 

armed forces (Sarvananthan, 2018). In addition, 

Sarvananthan argues that the LTTE was primarily a 

terrorist organization as opposed to a nationalist one 

(2018), however, it seems widely accepted that the LTTE 

has nationalist roots. In addition, the LTTE suppressed 

dissent through physical elimination as well as the 

instillation of fear in order to draw support for its cause, 

and Sarvananthan also argues that as a result of their false 

propaganda strategies, they resulted to involuntary 

conscription (Sarvananthan, 2018). However, 

Sarvananthan does argue that the larger “Tamil 

community’s struggle for equality in Sri Lanka... cannot 

be construed as terrorism,” (2018). A RAND study 

argued that the LTTE at their peak was very capable, able 

to engage in “... selective assassinations and targeted 

terrorist mobile hit-and-run attacks, as well as full-scale, 

multiple battalion-sized assaults,” (Mehta, 2010, p. 65). 

The group was very powerful during their existence and 

developed a very effective fighting force from their time 

in combat, learning from the weaknesses of the Sri 

Lankan military (Mehta, 2010). 

The LTTE did not seem to follow any other 

group’s ideology and scholar Sabil Francis argues that the 

reasoning behind the LTTE’s adoption of suicide attacks 

is different from other groups’, stating that their primary 

motivation stems from a “masse cult hysteria” which the 

LTTE “consciously cultivates by rituals like Martyr’s 

Week, promoting a cult of martyrdom, building of special 

cemeteries, naming of weapons after Black Tigers, and, in 

short, the promise of honour after death,” (2000). The 

LTTE as a result has a unique stance as a group with 

specific inter-group reasoning, celebrations, and their 

own honor behind their use of suicide attacks. In addition, 

Francis argues that the cadres in the LTTE are 

“...expected to conform to the ideals of the past” and a 

failure in the group’s eyes is “a failure to live up to the 

ideals of a glorious past,” (2000), which revolves around 

Tamil myths on sacrifice (Francis, 2000). Suicide attacks 

could also be used in order to establish supremacy over 

other groups, as Mia Bloom has argued, but Sarvananthan 

disagrees considering the LTTE emerged as the only anti-

state Tamil group in Sri Lanka when it began using 

suicide attacks (Sarvananthan, 2018). Robert Pape has 

argued that foreign occupation is a cause of suicide 

attacks, but again scholars such as Sarvananthan disagree 

(Sarvananthan, 2018). 
 

Comparative Analysis of Nationalist Groups’ Tactics  
 

Audrey Jacobsen and Tanner Stevens 
 

This case study explores the variance among tactics between various nationalist groups in different regions of the 

world and the underlying reasons why tactics among these groups differ. We study the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Elam (LTTE) of Sri Lanka, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) of Colombia, and Hamas of 

Palestine. We examine the most prevalent tactics of each group and compared the financial and social tactics of each 

organization. We control for motivation by examining only nationalist organizations and found that financial and 

political strength and legitimacy were the strongest implications of a successful movement. The LTTE and the FARC 

proved to be the weakest in regard to financial security and legitimate methods of funding, as well as political 

connections and foundations. Hamas shows the most strength in funding and politics, and thus has been the most 

effective and advanced in their tactics and promoting their Palestinian nationalist agenda.  
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FARC 
The FARC is a paramilitary terrorist group that 

was involved in continuous Colombian armed conflict 

from 1964-2017. Chris Lee discusses whether the 

FARC’s typical terrorist tactics and narcotrafficking 

should be classified as mere tactics of survival or if the 

group can be considered a legitimate political movement. 

During the particularly hostile Uribe administration in 

Colombia, the FARC’s continued operations reflect their 

military viability. The Colombian government’s increased 

reactionary policies towards the FARC has only brought 

the peasant population and hence more power to the 

FARC. The FARC originally tried to enter Colombian 

politics in the 1980s with the UP party, but the effort 

failed and ended with the mass assassinations of UP 

members by right-wing paramilitary. This resulted in the 

FARC abandoning politics and moving to armed struggle. 

Lee discusses the group’s far left political motivations, 

and their strategy to use extreme violence to attract media 

attention and exhibit military power.  

One of the FARC’s main funding tactics is 

narco-trafficking. Beginning in the 1990s, the FARC 

started engineering “narco-submarines” that can carry 

more than 10 tons of illicit substance. Michelle Jaramillo 

gives a brief history of their progression from using speed 

boats to fully functioning submarines for their 

narcotrafficking. She gives two underlying motivations of 

the FARC for going through the trouble of making these 

great feats of engineering: 1. To counteract improved 

detection efforts by the government and 2. Financial gain. 

These submarines are a classic example of how the FARC 

acutely avoids government retaliation. The FARC 

typically has a penchant for high-risk activities and acts, 

but the narco-subs actually reveal them trying to 

minimize risk.  Jaramillo shows how extensively the 

FARC invested in a long-term development program to 

optimize its narco-subs designs. The cost to make and 

operate one vessel is $2 million, while the net return is 

over $200 million. There is also evidence suggesting that 

the FARC sold and rented their submarines to other 

collaborating terrorist organizations to build alliances.  

The FARC, along with other paramilitary groups 

in Colombia, smuggle small-arms into Colombia for 

funding sources. The Colombian government has frequent 

raids on the small-arms trafficking, and the information 

collected from the raids is the only source of intelligence 

about the topic. Kim Cragin writes that FARC takes 

advantage of Colombia’s weak border control to smuggle 

the weapons in. They obtain weapons from China, left-

wing guerillas in Central America, and the main passage 

they use for transport is the Panama Canal. In the past, the 

FARC has even raided Brazilian Federal Police posts for 

weapons. 

 

 

Hamas 

Hamas, after gaining control of Gaza, has 

become something reminiscent of a full-fledged 

government rather than a terrorist organization. Aaron 

Mannes discusses the many ways that Hamas has become 

more legitimate. They provide social benefits to the 

poorest Palestinians, and own several charitable 

organizations around the world for funding. When Hamas 

won an overwhelming victory in the Palestinians 

elections in 2009, many refused to work with them, and 

in the end, Hamas took control of the Gaza Strip. As 

legitimate as it may seem, though, Mannes discusses 

Hamas’s terror tactics, and they are most notorious for 

their suicide attacks. In recent years, Hamas has been 

working on attracting a diaspora of allies in the Middle 

East, including Hezbollah, Syria, and Iran. Mannes also 

uses several figures to measure the likelihood that Hamas 

will have suicide attacks, bombings, or kidnappings based 

on several factors.  

 Jeffrey White describes Hamas as a “learning 

organization”. They study their experience in battle, 

develop lessons based on previous military actions, and 

they do not admit losses or mistakes. As a result of the 

2014 war with Israel, there are many new statistics on the 

state of Hamas’s military arsenal and development. As of 

2014, Hamas has 6,000 rockets. In 2014, however, their 

rocket offensive missile showed weakness because there 

were very few casualties. Most of their military 

infrastructure is embedded in civilian areas of Gaza, 

knowing that Israel would rarely, if ever, strike. They 

have formed “brigades” for their defensive operations, 

which include a mix of forces like snipers, infantry, and 

rockets. They have recently developed innovative 

engineering warfare: defensive tunnels and IEDs. Their 

navy, however, is very weak in comparison to the IDF’s.  

 

Methodology 
 Each group selected represents a region of the 

world with distinctly different cultures, such as beliefs 

regarding the afterlife or suicide, and access to resources. 

Furthermore, each group selected is of a nationalist 

origin, and we choose to define nationalist as a group 

advocating for self-sovereignty and independence within 

their homeland. In addition, each group uses chiefly 

physical force as well as community outreach to garner 

support. Some may consider groups such as the LTTE to 

be a terrorist group; however, their origin is as a 

nationalist group du to their advocacy for an independent 

Tamil state. Within our study, we looked at a variety of 

resources had by the three different groups as well as 
their preferred methods of attack. Our study examined the 
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differences between groups in terms of their tactics, 

among which include impacts brought about by resource 

endowments or cultural forces that may impact how the 

groups operate.  

Our case study draws its information from online 

scholarly journals and research pieces and other case 

studies. We initially focused on numbers and what each 

group did, but we wanted to understand how the 

resources influenced group actions. As a result, namely 

regarding the LTTE, we focused on the more broad 

reasoning for why the groups acted as they did, which 

often times was based more on culture, effectiveness, and 

a necessity to act in line with the group’s greater goal, 

meaning the group needed to act in a way that would 

benefit itself and its survival, such as when the LTTE 

assassinated Rajiv Gandhi for his perceived opposition to 

the LTTE (Sarvananthan, 2018).  

Considering our variable of tactics is rather broad 

and encompasses many different topics, tactics may be 

defined as actions or methods undertaken by a group to 

further their goals as an organization. These can be 

political, military, financial, or social strategies. 

Examples include creating propaganda from enemy 

attacks, suicide bombings against those hostile to the 

organization, or even provisioning medical supplies to the 

populations under their control. The motives behind these 

tactics could take any form. 

 

Results and Findings 
 

LTTE 
Although the LTTE was a capable armed group 

when it was active, notably maintaining “... army, navy, 

and air capabilities…” one tactic is most prominent. The 

group “...is most well-known for its use of suicide 

operations by a small, special armed group called the 

Black Tigers,” (“Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam”, 

2015). The LTTE have committed suicide attacks for 

various reasons and “Sri-Lanka has one of the highest 

suicide rates in the world,” (Sarvananthan, 2018), with 

studies showing that Sri-Lankans are inclined to commit 

suicide for “trivial reasons,” (Sarvananthan, 2018). 

Although “trivial reasons” is a broad term, it can be 

narrowed down. Under one study, explanations for 

impending suicidal behavior mostly mentioned “a 

discrete crisis,” where 66% of respondents mentioned 

“disappointment or difficulty with a love relationship” 

(Maracek, 2010).  It has been found that between 1980 

and 2003, the LTTE were responsible for the most suicide 

attacks in the world (Sarvananthan, 2018) and since July 

of 1987 had “carried out nearly 200 suicide terror 

attacks,” (Van de Voorde, 2005). 

 Suicide attacks also seemingly stem from 

desperation on the part of the LTTE, and the timing of 

their attacks corresponds to situations in which the odds 

were against them militarily or politically in terms of 

popular support (Sarvananthan, 2018). In addition, these 

attacks were aimed at targets with military, political, 

economic, or symbolic significance (Somasundaram, 

2010). The first suicide attack by the LTTE occurred in 

the Jaffna peninsula in 1987, when Sri Lankan armed 

forces were attempting to take a portion of the Jaffna 

peninsula from the LTTE, while the second attack 

occurred in 1991 and involved the death of the former 

Prime Minister of India, Rajiv Gandhi, since he was 

thought to be anti LTTE and could have potentially been 

elected as Prime Minister of India again (Sarvananthan, 

2018). Numerous other attacks were committed out of 

desperation as well, such as the bombing of the Central 

Bank of Sri Lanka in 1996 in response to its defeat and 

expulsion from the Jaffna Peninsula or the assassination 

of Neelan Thiruchelvam, a Sri Lankan parliamentarian 

who advocated for a federalist government for Sri Lanka, 

which went against Tamil demands for a sovereign Tamil 

State (Sarvananthan, 2018). In addition, the attacks were 

designed to exploit aggression and backlash. The LTTE 

was angry Tamils that were not living in the East and the 

North with others, so the LTTE was able to claim that 

backlash against Tamils was genocide (Sarvananthan, 

2018).  

The annual budget of the LTTE was around 

$200-$300 million (“Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam,” 

2015). A significant portion of this funding came from 

criminal activities, which includes more large-scale 

operations such as piracy and trafficking of humans, 

drugs, and arms (“Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam,” 

2015). The group smuggled Tamil people to western 

countries at a cost of between $10,000 and $40,000 for a 

trip to Canada, levied taxes on those leaving Tamil areas, 

and smuggled heroin from Burma and Southeast Asia to 

Western Europe (“Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam,” 

2015). Other sources of funding include “extortion, 

taxation, and payments for protection,” (“Liberation 

Tigers of Tamil Elam,” 2015). The funds of the LTTE 

were used by the Office of Overseas Purchases, which 

procures weapons from various countries and operates 

deep sea vessels (“Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam,” 

2015). 

 

FARC 

The FARC were slightly more unique and 

innovative with their tactics, both financial and militant, 

due to their close supervision and need to constantly 

maneuver the Colombian government. One of the group’s 

main sources of funding was narcotrafficking. The FARC 

has always denied it, but there is colloquial evidence that 
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suggests it was involved in many facets of the illegal drug 

trade. They have received most of the U.S. government’s 

attention on its war on drugs even though there is 

evidence suggesting right wing paramilitary groups 

within Colombia engages in narcotrafficking, and even 

evidence suggesting that the Colombian military 

participates in the drug trade as well (Lee, 2008). The 

FARC, for both financial gain and as a way to evade the 

Colombian government's watch, developed narco-

submarines to move illegal product in and out of 

Colombia (Jaramillo, 2016). These engineering feats 

reflect the FARC’s long-term planning and risk 

assessment-attributes the group is not known for. The cost 

to make and operate one narco-submarine is $2 million, 

with a net return of over $200 million (Jaramillo, 2016). 

There is also evidence suggesting that the group sold and 

rented these vessels to other paramilitary groups in 

Colombia, China, and elsewhere to turn a profit while 

building alliances (Jaramillo, 2016).  Though the 

evidence is limited because the only intel on the 

information is the Colombian government, there is also 

evidence that strongly suggests the FARC sought funding 

through small-arms smuggling throughout South America 

(Cragin et al., 2003).  

The FARC used incredibly brutal terror and 

military tactics to attract attention and support. The group 

was inspired by the military struggle ideal of the Cuban 

revolution. Attacks in urban areas and kidnappings 

increased dramatically after the loss of the demilitarized 

zone, which the group used for training and headquarters 

(Lee, 2008). Since this loss, their basic strategy has been 

to pressure certain portions of the population to give 

support, which often means using violence and terror. 

The group planted many explosive devices in public 

areas, strapped to cars, bicycles, animals, people, and 

even hanging in trees (Lee, 2008). They also planted 

landmines and cylinder bombs, which caused the death of 

496 civilians in the year 2000 (Lee, 2008). Members have 

publicly defended the brutal tactics by justifying that they 

do not have access to legitimate heavy weaponry because 

they are not seen as a “belligerent force”, and that 

unfortunately civilians are the cost when working with 

such unsophisticated bombs (Lee, 2008). The FARC was 

especially notorious for its kidnappings, which were used 

as a major source of revenue but sometimes used just as 

strategic bargaining chips for negotiations with the 

government (Lee, 2008). The FARC’s association with so 

much crime and terror may have been an impetus to 

garnering more public support.  

 

Hamas 
Hamas, while a major terrorist organization, is 

also a sophisticated political organization with 

international standing. It has won elections, most notably 

the 2006 Palestinian National Authority elections, and has 

standing within the Palestinian diaspora and throughout 

the Middle East (Mannes, 2008). This standing is made in 

part possible by its use of its public support as both a 

political and a militant weapon. Hamas provides social 

services, like medical care and education, to the 

Palestinians of Gaza, and they use this as leverage over 

Palestinians for support and even retaliation against 

enemy groups, like Fatah, the largest Palestinian political 

party (Mannes, 2008). In the 1990s, before Fatah and 

Hamas joined forced for the second Intifada, the people 

retaliated against Fatah because it believed the group was 

not meeting all of its needs in the same way Hamas was 

(Mannes, 2008). According to Mannes, there is also a 

correlation between an increase in suicide attacks and an 

increase in social services to Palestinians. He attributes 

this to Hamas using Palestinian villages and homes for 

operations for suicide attacks. 

Taking advantage of the public and international 

support from their support of the Palestinian people, 

Hamas has unique funding strategies that separate it from 

the other groups in this case study. They request 

humanitarian aid for Gaza from the UN, UNRWA, and 

many countries in order to fund their operation, though it 

is doubtful that all or even any of the funds received 

actually go to the people of Gaza (Levitt, 2008). The 

humanitarian crisis in Gaza, lack of food, violence, and 

corruption, makes it a plausible recipient for international 

aid. There is evidence that Hamas partakes in more illegal 

methods like narco-trafficking and smuggling goods, but 

their main and most prominent humanitarian source of 

funding it what sets it apart from other groups (Levitt, 

2008).  

Hamas also uses more typical militant tactics that 

one would expect from a major terrorist organization. The 

group is notorious for their suicide attacks as mentioned 

above, as well as their kidnappings and hostage 

situations. The group uses kidnapping as a tool to gain 

concession from the enemy, like Israel or Fatah (Mannes, 

2008). White describes Hamas as a “learning 

organization”, meaning that they study their experience in 

battle, develop lessons based on their previous military 

actions and performance, and incorporates what they have 

learned into their combat doctrine and operations (White, 

2014). They also “put on a face of victory” in the sense 

that they downplay Israeli action or any action of the 

opposition and they do not admit to losses or mistakes 

(Mannes, 2008). A case study of the 2014 Gaza war 

reveals updated information about their defense 

strategies. Hamas’ combat strategy encompassed three 

elements: ground forces, rocket forces, and a complex 

tunnel system. Their arsenal of rockets increased greatly, 

with numbers around 6,000. The rockets did provide few 

casualties, however. In terms of ground forces, Hamas 
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developed defensive “brigades” that include a variety of 

battle forces and weaponry, including snipers, infantry, 

and rockets. The innovative tunnels they developed were 

used for concealing infrastructure, command centers, and 

weaponry. Hamas also locates most of its military 

infrastructure in civilian areas in Gaza, which decreases 

the likelihood of Israeli forces striking there (White, 

2014). Examining Hamas’ performance in this war is 

relevant to its overall tactics and development because it 

marks a reference point for their progress and military 

improvement. Their performance in 2014 is a clear 

strategic improvement from their strategies in the 2009 

Hamas-Israel war (White, 2014).  

 

Discussion 
Nationalist groups in different regions of the 

world vary in terms of the tactics they use to further the 

goals of their organization, but our study aimed to 

conclude how the use of tactics varies from group to 

group potentially uncover why there may be underlying 

variations. The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE), 

although a capable militant group with conventional 

capabilities in terms of army, navy, and air, often uses 

suicide attacks by the Black Tigers (Liberation Tigers of 

Tamil Elam, 2015). This tactic is the most notable tactic 

the group has used and is the most prevalent considering 

they were responsible for the most suicide attacks in the 

world between 1980 and 2003 (Savananthan, 2018). A 

possible explanation for why suicide attacks were used so 

frequently by the LTTE are because of culture, as Sri-

Lankans often commit suicide for trivial reasons and the 

nation has one of the highest suicide rates in the world 

(Sarvananthan, 2018). These trivial reasons encompass 

temporary personal relationship issues. Considering how 

prominent suicide is in Sri Lankan culture, it is easy to 

understand why the group has no reservations about the 

action and thus why it is so widely used. As a result, 

culture seems to be the most prominent underlying reason 

explaining why the LTTE favors suicide attacks. In 

addition, since many of the suicide attacks by the LTTE 

were committed out of desperation due to military or 

political disadvantage, it is reasonable to say that the 

LTTE used the tactics because they were effective and 

made a perceived difference for the group’s tactical 

position and gave them a more favorable outcome than 

would occur otherwise (Sarvananthan, 2018). The group 

was able to either gather more support or eliminate a 

threat, which gave them greater standing as an 

organization and enhanced their overall strength. 

However, funding sources did not seem to have any 

relation to suicide attacks, but the LTTE did engage in 

various different criminal tactics in order to gain funding 
and purchase weapons. These included various types of 

trafficking and extortion, which are difficult methods to 

maintain over time, especially without the foundation of a 

successful political network, which the group lacked 

(“Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam,” 2015). This was 

pertinent after the defeat of the group by the Sri Lankan 

government in 2009, where their leader Prabhakaran was 

killed, and from which resulted a swift defeat of the 

LTTE’s decades-long reign (“Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Elam,” 2015).  

Among the groups in this case study, the FARC 

has had the most trouble with an enemy government 

force, the Colombian government. It faced relentless 

interference from the government as well as the United 

States, as it faced a disproportionate amount of retaliation 

as a part of the U.S.’s ‘war on drugs’ in comparison with 

other, notably right-wing paramilitary groups in 

Colombia (Lee, 2008). This is likely due to the FARC’s 

extreme far left politics and the U.S.’s history of anti-

Communist and anti-Socialist foreign policy (Lee, 2008). 

Many of the FARC’s tactics were for the evasion of the 

Colombian government’s interference, especially after the 

loss of the demilitarized zone (Lee, 2008). While some 

advanced and impressive tactics came as a result of the 

group’s need to elude government watch, like narco-

submarines, in the end the decreasing resources and 

pressure from increasing amounts of opposition forces 

pressured the FARC into a demobilizing peace-deal 

(Masse et al., 2018). The loss of the demilitarized zone in 

2002 can be seen as the beginning of the end for the 

FARC, since the dis-organization of the group soon 

followed. The Colombian public support for the FARC 

could be described as short-term nationalist fervor rather 

than ideological support like Hamas. Looking back at the 

FARC’s legacy, most Colombians associate the group 

with brutality and violence rather than Colombian 

independence and identity (Masse et al, 2018).  

 

Due to their several funding sources and 

establishment in the Palestinian and Middle Eastern 

diaspora, Hamas has been the most successful in carrying 

out their goals as an organization. The most obvious 

marker for this is the fact that Hamas is the only group in 

this case study still active today. While they participate in 

their fair-share of illegal smuggling and money 

laundering like the FARC and LTTE, their methods of 

requesting humanitarian aid helps them attain more 

legitimate funding and longevity (Levitt, 2008). Though 

the process of receiving these funds are exploitative, it is 

significantly harder to prosecute than use of illegal 

weapons like narco-trafficking and smuggling weapons. 

Also, though all the groups examined are nationalist 

groups, the additional religious motivation and message 

of Hamas gives them an edge when trying to garner 

public support. They use Palestinian national identity and 
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Islam to give their supporters something meaningful to 

resonate with. This combined with the social services 

provided to the people of Gaza have helped give Hamas 

Palestinian and partial international support (Mannes, 

2008).  

Limitations 
Our study was limited primarily by time. 

Considering the research was conducted over the course 

of one semester, our research was limited by the amount 

of time that we had available to gather data. The groups 

we analyzed partake in multiple activities and have many 

tactics they use to advance their organizations, so we 

were forced to find the most prevalent activities 

considering that analyzing the differences among all 

tactics of the groups would require more time. Had more 

time been allotted for research, the study may have been 

more in-depth and comprehensive, giving us the ability to 

gather more data and make a stronger conclusion. In 

addition, portions of data regarding the tactics of the 

Colombian FARC did not come from the group itself. 

The Colombian government discovered tactics and 

actions of the FARC that were previously unknown until 

after the government raided FARC positions. Therefore, 

for some data, the Colombian government is the only 

publisher which introduces bias considering the 

Colombian government’s opposition to the FARC. It 

effectively limits the strength of the conclusions that we 

were able to draw about tactics since there is only one 

biased publisher for some data. Some scholars also 

argued that the LTTE’s heavy use of suicide attacks was 

based off of Tamil beliefs of honor after death or a desire 

to live up to conform to the past (Francis, 2000). 

However, we were not able to find specific data or 

examples that would support this claim.  

 

Conclusion 
Though this case study examined three different 

nationalist groups with varying levels of resources and 

different geographical location, money and political 

success seemed to determine the eventual success and 

longevity of the group. Politically, Hamas is by far the 

strongest with its presence in the PA government and 

international support from Arab League Nations and 

Saudi Arabia (Levitt, 2008). Their victory in the 2006 PA 

elections reflected the group’s strength as a political 

force. In contrast, the FARC began their organization 

with a failed political party that ended in the assassination 

of its leaders (Lee, 2008). The LTTE did not have many 

political foundations, and focused mostly on their military 

strength and overthrowing the Sri Lankan government 

(Sarvananthan, 2018). This was possibly the reason that 

the group was so easily dismantled after the death of 

Velupillai Prabhakaran.  

 Even more so than political tactics, financial and 

funding methods appeared to be the biggest indicator of 

group resiliency. All three groups were or are currently 

associated with some form of narcotrafficking, 

kidnappings, and other illegal activities. Hamas’ 

additional use of humanitarian aid and support from other 

governments like Saudi Arabia sets it apart in terms of 

financial sophistication (Levitt, 2008). Using legitimate 

funds, even if through exploitative ways, proves to be 

much more beneficial than through illegal smuggling 

(Levitt, 2008). Though advantageous and technologically 

advanced, the FARC’s narco submarines still put them at 

too much risk for capture by the Colombian government 

(Jaramillo, 2016). 

 We were surprised by the greater influence that 

politics and funding methods had on the tactics and 

success of the groups instead of cultural factors. We went 

into the research expecting the focus more on how the 

cultures of each group affected their tactics, but, with the 

exception of the Sri Lankan culture surrounding suicide, 

culture was fairly irrelevant in influencing the tactics of 

each nationalist group. Based on the evidence we have 

found for each organization; financial and political tactics 

have the greatest influence over the overall success of 

these groups and their military performance. Like the 

FARC and LTTE showed, political weakness or a 

complete lack of political foundation affects the overall 

success of the group. Hamas’ skilled political and 

financial organization help its relative success and 

sophistication in combat and social outreach. We found 

that the level of success of the groups’ tactics depended 

on funding sources and political support rather than 

cultural factors and the actual tactics themselves. 
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Introduction 
 

On March 24, 2019, US Marines from the 31st 

Expeditionary Unit descended upon the small island of Ie 

Shima in the East China Sea. Following them were Osprey 

helicopters and F-35 Stealth fighters as the marines swiftly 

seized the island (Seidel, 2019). The invasion, however, is just 

one of the many military exercises the United States and its 

Pacific allies conduct in the region. Last October, hundreds of 

ships and aircraft as well as 57,000 personnel from Japan and 

the U.S. partook in Keen Sword, an exercise designed to 

integrate the two nations’ military tactics and efficiency in the 

East China Sea (Gady, 2018). The US Army is planning to 

conduct another major exercise in 2020 titled “Defender 

Pacific” which focuses on conflict scenarios in the South and 

East China Seas (Judson, 2019). These displays of force from 

the U.S. and its allies have one purpose, to deter China from 

expanding its influence in the region.  

The East China Sea is one of many disputed regions 

in East Asia that could become a global flashpoint at any 

moment. Overlapping trade routes, valuable natural resources, 

and territorial claims all converge upon this area. As China’s 

resurgence has allowed it to become one of the strongest 

economies in the world, the Communist Party has sought to 

capitalize on this growth and expand its global influence. 

Chinese expansion has been most noted in the South China 

Sea with land reclamation and militarization of island chains 

to project power over smaller Asian nations such as Vietnam 

and the Philippines. The Chinese military has also increased 

its naval presence in the region sailing frigates and other 

warships dangerously close to US warships. However, China 

has not taken steps to militarize the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands. After three of the five islands were purchased by 

Japan in 2012, the islands fell under the US-Japan Security 

Alliance, which would allow the US to take military action to 

defend the Japanese claim. This has led to outrage and a rise 

in nationalism in China as they believe the islands fall under 

their jurisdiction, but they are hesitant to potentially challenge 

the US military. Aside from the dispute with Japan, the 

northern part of the East China Sea is claimed by South Korea, 

who is also tied to the US by a security alliance. The South 

Koreans do not dispute the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands but worry 

of growing Chinese aggression and expansion in the region 

due to Chinese military aircraft’s intrusion into South Korean 

airspace (Jeong-ho, 2019). Since both Japan and South Korea 

are allied with the US, one would think cooperation among 

these nations would be efficient and readily able to contain 

the Chinese. However, bitter legacies of Japanese Imperialism 

in South Korea have fostered nationalist sentiment as lawsuits 

and potential retaliatory economic policies have strained 

relations between the two. As these two nations continue their 

decades-long feud, China has started to implement more 

aggressive policies by declaring Air Identification Zones in 

the region and Xi Xinjing continuing his nationalist “Dream 

Policy” to establish Chinese dominance abroad. However, do 

these nationalistic policies further China’s goals in the East 

China Sea? Does the presence of the United States military 

prevent Chinese aggression similar to its expansion in the 

South China Sea? We believe that the US alliances with Japan 

and South Korea force China to use diplomatic means to settle 

disputes, but nationalistic policies increase tensions and the 

potential for conflict.  

 

Review of the Literature 

 

The dispute of the East China Sea dates back to 

Japan’s imperial legacies from the late 19th Century. Japan 

asserted its claims as its modern military spread across the 

Korean peninsula and China. After World War II, and the 

resurgence of Communist China, Japan’s claims have been 

increasingly challenged. This has culminated in Xi Jinping’s 

ascension to power and promotion of Chinese nationalism. 

While China has been focused on military development in the 

South China with land reclamation and militarization of 

islands, the East China Sea still poses a potential arena for 

expansion. However, the main disputed islands, the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu, were purchased in 2012 by Japan sparking 

outrage in China. Contrary to the South China Sea, China 

Pacific Defender: The U.S. Military’s Influence in the East China Sea 
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cannot assert its military might to the East China Sea like the 

South China Sea due to the US-Security Alliances which 

covers the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and other territorial 

disputes. In addition, South Korea claims the northern region 

of the East China Sea and shares a US-Security Alliance as 

well, prompting China to be hesitant its expansionist policies. 

Despite sharing a common ally, South Korea and Japan have 

bitter legacies dating back to Japan’s imperial domination of 

the peninsula and war crimes against Koreans. These have led 

to lawsuits and strained relations between the nations. This 

provides a potential weakness for China to exploit in order to 

advance its policies in the region. While the US-Security 

Alliances contain China’s nationalist policies, the tensions 

between South Korea and Japan have fostered nationalist 

sentiment increasing the potential for conflict despite the US 

presence.  
 
Xi Jinping and China 

Since Xi Jinping assumed the position of General 

Secretary of the Communist Party of China, some of his more 

nationalistic policies have been implemented in the South and 

the East China Sea. However, in the latter, Xi Jinping 

competes with major players such as Japan, South Korea, and 

the United States. While in the South China Sea, Xi Jinping’s 

policy has been deemed aggressive and brash, since he 

approaches the East China Sea issue from a more methodical 

approach. 

 In East China, much of China’s international conflict 

revolves around conflicting trade routes and economic zones 

with other nations in addition to the claim on the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands (O’Shea, 2015). In terms of the 

island chain, both China and Japan’s claims stretch back to 

the 19th century and beyond. Japan officially claimed 

sovereignty over the islands in 1895, after 10 previous years 

of surveillance to determine the land was uninhabited. On the 

other hand, China claims that they have held sovereignty over 

the islands since ancient times. China has claimed that the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands have remained under Taiwanese 

sovereignty, and when Taiwan was ceded to China in the 

Treaty of San Francisco, the island chain should have been 

returned with it. While the islands remain uninhabited, they 

present a unique militaristic advantage (Pan, 2007) to the 

island's owners.  

 In addition to the territorial dispute between the two 

nations, Japan and China have set down conflicted exclusive 

economic zones (EEZs). In the United Nations Convention on 

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), EEZs were established as 

areas that, when claimed, allow the nation to harvest the area’s 

resources, energy, and all marine resources (Peterson, 2009). 

Japan and China have overlapping EEZs, causing immense 

conflict in the East China Sea. 

While China has similar claims to islands in the 

South China Sea, Xi Jinping remains more cautious with the 

Senakaku Islands due to the role played by the United States. 

In the 1951 Security Treaty between the United States and 

Japan, both nations agreed that Japan would not possess its 

own army for an extended amount of time, and if Japan found 

itself in military conflict with another nation, the United 

States would rise to its defense. Japan and China have spoken 

various times between 2004-2007 to try and find a median 

border, but Xi Jinping and Chinese officials have rejected 

each plan (Au, 2008). While in the South China Sea, Xi 

Jinping is competing with nations such as the Philippines and 

Malaysia, in the East China Sea, he finds himself directly 

clashing with the United States. A significant reason that 

China has not explicitly taken the islands and EEZ by force is 

that if they do, the United States would be forced to act against 

China. 

 

Tense Foreign Relations and South Korea’s Embattled 

President 
Over the past two centuries, the Korean peninsula 

has been a point of contention between China and Japan. The 

end of World War II brought division to the Korean peninsula. 

The communist North has lagged behind the developing 

world while the capitalist South democratized in the 1980s 
and has become a wealthy modern nation. Due to the war, 

South Korea has become a strong ally of the US and hosts 

around 28,000 US troops (Vanden Brook, 2018). Despite 

previous imperial violations, Korea has developed ties to 

Japan due to the common threat of China. In the 1970s, Japan 

and Korea began a joint survey project of the East China Sea 

with the prospect of oil and mineral extraction. These surveys, 

however, yielded negative results on development for the two 

countries (Drifte, 2009). Hydrocarbons are of utmost 

importance to South Korea as they are dependent on foreign 

oil and desire to have some form of energy independence. 

Alongside resources, Korea also shares interests with specific 

regions in the East Sea. Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) of 

South Korea and China overlap in the northern region of the 

East Sea. Both nations seek to maintain sovereignty over their 

respective zones, but it is hard for these nations to properly 

draw up borders. While Korea does not directly claim any 

islands in the East China Sea, their position is made complex 

by conflicting claims in the East Sea or Sea of Japan as both 

Japan and South Korea say that the Dokdo Island belongs to 

them. South Korea claims the island as a Korean citizen lives 

on the island, but the land mass itself and the surrounding 

territory are highly contested with the Japanese straining 

relations between Seoul and Tokyo (McKirdy, Jeong, 2019).  
South Korea’s relationships with its neighbors have 

been historically compliacted. While it desires the resources 

and a prominent position in the region, South Korea cannot 

extensively pursue its claims without having to navigate 

diplomatic trouble. The past several decades have seen a 

resurgent China quickly rise to power and dominate the region. 

While South Korea recognizes the threat of China, it cannot 

fully pursue a hard stance against Chinese claims for two 

reasons. The first would be South Korea’s economic 

dependence on China. China quickly became a major 

exporting nation and its vast resources and cheap labor force 

allowed its neighbors to benefit economically. However, the 

Chinese have used this to their advantage over nations like 

South Korea when it comes to international relations. The 

second reason would be North Korea. With the increase of 

nuclear weapons on the peninsula and the unpredictability of 



 

 

the relationship between Donald Trump and Kim Jong-Un, 

South Korea’s primary way of communication and influence 
over the North comes through China (Bicker, 2018). Korea 

has to maintain friendly relations with the Chinese in order 

for progress on denuclearization or human rights issues in the 

North to advance (Drifte, 2009). The second nation that South 

Korea must navigate delicate relations with is Japan. The 

legacy of imperialism in South Korea at the hands of the 

Japanese is still fresh in the memory of South Korean citizens. 

A 2018 court case in South Korea found that the Japanese 

company Mitsubishi Heavy Industry has to pay compensation 

to South Korean families whose descendants were used for 

forced labor during the 1940s (Denyer, 2018). This comes 

after another court case where the South Korean Supreme 

Court ruled against a Japanese industry and demanded 

compensation. The Japanese government, however, views 

these rulings as unacceptable and will likely challenge the 

decisions. Despite the bitter legacies, South Korea has been 

forced into maintaining friendly ties as both nations are US 

allies and base large numbers of troops. The two nations also 

have common adversaries in North Korea and China requiring 

them to coordinate defense and deterrence.  
As international relations have been plagued with 

issues, so has South Korea’s government. Conservative 

President Park Geun-hye was impeached and arrested in 2017 

for corruption charges and replaced by the liberal Moon Jae-

in. President Moon took a different approach to challenges 

facing the South, specifically North Korea. While initial 

tensions between the US and the North were high, Moon was 

able to navigate the South through the issues and has now 

taken bold strides by speaking and meeting with Kim Jong-

Un. Moon’s approval rating climbed to 83% in May of 2018 

after arranging the Inter-Korean meetings (Jung, 2018). 

However, Moon’s popularity has quickly plummeted amid 

new corruption scandals. Kim Kyung-soo, a top confidant for 

Moon, was arrested under computer crime law violations 

during the Presidential campaign (Shin, Lee, 2019). In 

addition, Moon also replaced his chief of staff, Im Jong-seok 

with Noh Young-min in an effort to reverse sliding approval 

(Reuters, 2019). Aside from corruption, economic woes have 

helped drive Moon’s approval ratings down to below 50%. 

Part of the sluggish economy stems from the US trade war 

with China, which raises the prices of Chinese goods (Shin, 

2019). This presents Moon with an extremely difficult 

challenge. The US has been increasingly pushing the South to 

press North Korea on denuclearization while at the same 

unable to secure a trade deal with China, which leaves South 

Korea’s economy at a disadvantage along with no progress on 

North Korea. The interlocking pieces of each issue have 

profoundly strained and undermined Moon’s administration 

with many believing he will become a lame duck soon. Until 

more concrete agreements can be reached, Moon and South 

Korea will have to bear economic burdens, a nuclear North 

Korea, and a resilient Japan not budging on its claims (Shin 

2019).  
 
 

 

The Rise of Japanese Nationalism 
Since World War II, the United States-Japanese security 

alliance has been a strong and pivotal alliance for both 

countries. Japan is the United States’ closest ally in East Asia, 

which has secured a lasting role for American security in the 

region. Furthermore, the United States is obligated to go to 

war to defend Japan if attacked. According to the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs of Japan, on September 8, 1951 the Treaty of 

Mutual Cooperation and Security Between Japan and the 

United States of America was signed by both parties.  This 

treaty established and ensured the continuation of close ties 

between the United States and Japan. The alliance has been 

maintained by both parties due to the resurgence of China. 

China has long been the rival of Japan and in 2010 China 

surpassed Japan as the second largest economy in the world. 

Since then, China has expanded and asserted claims to the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, which Japan has also asserted 

possession over. The United States considers the islands to be 

under Japanese administration and would thus be obligated to 

intervene militarily if China and Japan clash in the East China 

Sea. Due to China’s rising economic and military power, the 

United States’ hegemonic influence has waned in the Far East 

and therefore war is possible due to power transition 

theory (Smith, 2012). 
In addition to territorial dispute of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu island chain, China and Japan have 

overlapping trade routes and water claims. Political 

miscalculations or unintended military interactions could 

escalate conflict into an armed one. Tensions have been 

building since 2010 and in 2012, as both the Chinese and 

Japanese militaries became directly involved. Chinese 

fighters have come close to entering Japanese airspace, and a 

Chinese military frigate locked firing radar on a Japanese 

destroyer. Despite these escalations, both sides have avoided 

war over the East China Sea dispute for over forty years 

(O’Shea, 2015). 
Japan’s Prime Minister, Shinzō Abe, is a vital actor 

in the East China Sea clash. After replacing liberal Prime 

Minister Yoshihiko Noda, Shinzō Abe’s conservative stance 

and hawkish nature has led to increased tensions in the region. 

Shinzō Abe advocated for reforming Japan’s pacifist 

constitution, specifically Article Nine which was meant to 

prevent Japan from maintaining a standing military. Yet, 

since 1954, Japan has utilized a Self-Defense Force to protect 

itself from invasion and to partake in peacekeeping operations. 

After Shinzō Abe’s reelection in 2018, he is set to become the 

longest standing premier in Japan’s history which will give 

him the opportunity to revise Article Nine and grant Japan’s 

Self-Defense Force greater legitimacy.  Abe is likely to 

implement the Article Nine changes because he is supported 

by the conservative Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) that 

controls both houses of Japan’s legislative branch with a 

supermajority (Miller, 2018). This shift towards a more 

legitimate standing military is indicative of growing Japanese 

nationalism. The LDP supports greater militarization of Japan, 

which has grown Japanese nationalism (Kato, 2014). Rising 

Japanese nationalism has been exacerbated by American 

support which has the potential to escalate the East China Sea 



 

 

conflict. In conclusion, Japan’s military alliance with the 

United States affects China’s dispute settlement process by 

bolstering Japan’s strength both militarily and diplomatically. 

 

Security Alliances 
An important factor in the disputes between China, 

Japan, and South Korea is the maintenance of security 

alliances for Japan and South Korea with the United States. In 

the period after World War II, the United States fashioned a 

series of bilateral alliances with the countries of East Asia. 

This was done on a bilateral basis due to the United States’ 

failure to create a West European style multilateral security 

alliance. These security alliances have been the main focus of 

the United States’ strategy in the East Asian region. These 

alliances have not only been used to increase security 

cooperation between the United States and nations within 

East Asia, but also to increase multilateral trade and economic 

relations between countries in East Asia and the United States 

(Ikenberry, 2004, p.350- - 356). Countries of importance 

within the East China Sea dispute who maintain these security 

relationships with the United States are South Korea and 

Japan. While each nation’s reasons for entering into these 

security alliances differ greatly, there are some common 

themes within each relationship that are associated with a 

security alliance with the United States. Both South Korea 

and Japan host large amounts of American troops and military 

bases within their nations boundaries. This large military 

presence is then used to deter the security threats each nation 

has. For South Korea these threats are North Korea and China, 

and for Japan the main threat is China. The United States is 

also able to maintain the political order it engineered in East 

Asia after World War II through these security alliances, 

which allow the United States close military proximity to the 

threats its allies and itself face in East Asia. 

In recent years there has been a rise of Chinese 

influence all throughout the Asian region. China has created 

large economic partnerships with countries throughout the 

region. Because of this recent turn of events in the modern era, 

South Korea and Japan have had to find a balance between 

their strategic security alliances with the United States and the 

economic and trade partnerships China now offers them. 

Additionally, both Japan and South Korea have competing 

claims in the East China Sea with each other and China. These 

claims are the main cause of tensions between Japan and 

China. However, China and South Korea also have tensions 

over relations with North Korea. This is the main component 

of their tensions. The United States helps both countries with 

their security disputes, and because of this, both South Korea 

and Japan’s relationships with the United States have caused 

tension between them and China. These tensions have 

nuances unique to each nation. 

United States – Japan Security Alliance: 
After World War II, the United States occupied 

Japan. While occupied by the United States, Japan signed the 

US-Japan Security Treaty, a treaty, which allowed the United 

States to help preserve domestic security in Japan, and station 

more of their troops. Eventually, this treaty was revised to 

allow the United States to maintain their troop presence in 

Japan but allowed for the establishment of a Japanese self-

defense force to take care of national security until help from 

the United States and United Nations could arrive. This 

revision was passed in 1960 against public pressure to avoid 

revisions to the Treaty (Green, 2006, p. 26). After the Vietnam 

War, Japan saw the United States’ failures and began to push 

for a bigger defense budget. Additionally, Japan pushed for 

closer economic relations with China. This period ended in 

the 1970s with a closer relationship with the United States. 

Due to increased Soviet aggression, Japan and the United 

States reaffirmed their alliance and used Japan as a barrier to 

contain Soviet aggression (Green, 2006, p. 27).  Japan - 

United States relations underwent two more shifts. In the 

1990s, Japan’s economy burst and the Gulf War occurred. 

Japan only sent money to support the Gulf War due to their 

economic troubles, and because of this Japan did not receive 

any political gain. This was due to a lack of traditional 

military and diplomatic support Japan did not provide to the 

Gulf War efforts. This caused Japan to gain little political or 

diplomatic prestige from the Gulf War. After 9-11 occurred, 

Japan wholeheartedly committed to supporting the United 

States due to the lessons they learned from the Gulf War. 

Starting in the 2000s, Japan and the United States started to 

invest more into their joint security alliance (Green, 2006, 

p.28 - 29). 
Over the history of the Japan - United States alliance 

Japan has undergone a series of tensions and reconciliations 

with China. The issues that arise between China and Japan 

can be wide and varied, from territorial disputes in the East 

China Sea, to Japanese economic support for Chinese 

initiatives, and interpretations of historic memories between 

the two nations (Smith, 2012, p. 371). Additionally, China 

views any changes to Japan’s role in the United States - Japan 

Security alliance as a threat to itself. China fears if Japan 

becomes a great military power it would assert itself more into 

international affairs and become a powerful neighbor and 

threat to China’s policy objectives in the region. This fear can 

be attributed to the occupation of China by Japan during the 

twentieth century and Japan’s refusal to respond to Chinese 

requests for apologies and recognitions for the war crimes 

and Japan committed against China during the twentieth 

century (Christensen, 1999, p. 51 - 52). We can thus infer that 

China views the United States - Japan alliance as a necessary 

evil, one that can bother its policy objectives in the East China 

Sea, but also hold back a neighbor which could assert itself 

over China similar to the twentieth century. 

The East China Sea has been a point of contention 

for both Japan and China in the post-world war two period. 

Tensions in the region could be managed by diplomatic 

relations between the two nations, and both nations avoided 

the contentious issue of the East China Sea. However, at the 

start of the twenty first century there has been an increase in 

incidents between the two nations. These incidents include 

anti-Japanese sentiment in China and the Chinese fish trawler 

incident. Because of a rise in incidents between China and 

Japan, the United States announced the Senkaku/Diaoyu 



 

 

Islands were covered by the U.S. - Japan Security treaty 

(Smith, 2012, p. 370 - 373). Here, the United States 

essentially used its presence as a deterrent for any military 

action. Additionally, this indicates that the security alliance 

between Japan and the United States has great weight on 

Chinese action in the East China Sea. 
 

United States – South Korea Security Alliance: 
The United States has had a military presence on the 

Korean Peninsula since the Korean War. The troops that the 

United States have stationed in South Korea have been used 

as a deterrent against the North Korean regime and their 

attempts to restart the Korean War. Additionally, the 

American troop presence has been used to control the South 

Korean government as well. Examples of the United States 

using its troop presence to prevent South Korean aggression 

are through their interactions with the governments of 

Syngman Rhee and Park Chung Hee. The American 

government had policies in place that any unilateral action 

against North Korea would cause the United States to impose 

martial law using their troops, and immediate end to the 

economic and military aid being given to South Korea (Cha, 

2003, p. 280). While harsh consequences awaited South 

Korea if it did not follow the American’s lead within the 

security alliance that had been created, South Korea did gain 

benefits from this alliance during the Cold War. America 

provided military and economic aid, while holding the North 

Korean threat in check. In return, the United States received a 

place to maintain a presence in the region in order to project 

power into East Asia (Cha, 2003, p. 280).  

However, after the Cold War and during the 1990s 

and 2000s, South Korean perception of the American security 

alliance began to change. There was a push for reunification 

of the two Koreas by South Korea. However, for this to 

happen there would need to be an agreement between China 

and the United States. This put South Korea into a position in 

which they would have to walk a line between China and the 

United States. The relationship between China and the United 

States does not depend on South Korea, and due to the 

Security Alliance between the United States and South Korea, 

South Korea is tied closer to the United States than they would 

of like to be during this time period (Chung, 2001, p. 778). 

Because of this there was a movement to distance from the 

United States and follow the “Sunshine Policy” of President 

Kim Dae Jung. This caused unprecedented engagement 

between North and South Korea and the fracturing of the 

security alliance between South Korea and the United States 

(Cha, 2003, p.281 -282). Additionally, there was an increase 

in economic cooperation between China and South Korea 

during this period. From the late 1970s to the 2000s, trade 

between China and South Korea increased by 1,647 (Chung, 

2001, p. 781). Additionally, during the late 1990s, public poll 

opinions showed South Koreans preferred partnerships with 

China over the United States (Chung, 2001, p. 785). However, 

due to human rights concerns and questions over China’s 

willingness to rein in North Korea, policy elites of South 

Korea prefer maintaining the security alliance with the United 

States over closer relations with China (Chung, 2001, p. 786 

- 787). This is shown with the Roh administration 

backpedaling of anti-American attitudes. This includes 

actions such as president Roh admonishing Anti-American 

civic groups to moderate their behaviors and positions (Cha, 

2003, p. 283). These relations South Korea has with the 

United States and China reflect how the country has attempted 

to balance the two nations against each other. South Korea 

understands the need for American troop presence as a 

deterrent for security purposes. However, South Korea also is 

attempting to gain economic and political support from China 

in order to support broader policy goals in the East Asian 

region. This balancing act is reactive to Sino-American 

relations due to the rivalry between the two nations. Because 

of this rivalry, South Korea is forced to maintain said 

balancing act, which affects all parts of their domestic and 

international policy. 

Methodology 

 

We selected China, Japan, and South Korea because 

each of these countries holds big territorial claims within the 

East China Sea. Additionally, the disputes over the island 

changes and Exclusive Economic Zones within the East 

China Sea have to do mainly with each of these countries’ 

claims. Finally, South Korea and Japan both have disputes 

and security policies that relate to China, but their disputes 

differ greatly, and both maintain a strategic security alliance 

with the United States to deter China. These reasons provided 

us with ample case studies to draw conclusions on dispute 

settlement processes in the East China Sea. 

To provide context to our case studies and the 

underlying policies within the East China Sea region we 

looked at online scholar resources provided by the University 

of Michigan to research the history of Sino-Japanese relations, 

and Sino-Korean relations. We also researched the security 

alliances between Japan, South Korea, and the United States. 

This provided us with context to the security threats each 

country faced, and the issues and incidents that have 

happened with each country in the region which involve the 

United States. We then used the scholarly articles we obtained 

from the University of Michigan to investigate the individual 

policies of each nation with respect to the East China Sea. 

After we completed the research into each of these facets of 

our issue, we were able to look at press releases from each 

country, the United States military, news reports, and 

scholarly resources to find case studies of Sino-Japanese 

incidents and Sino-Korean incidents to analyze to discover a 

trend in dispute settlement processes in the East China Sea. 

To begin, we looked into the individual security 

policies of the region since the end of World War II. From 

there we looked at the Sino-Japanese relations, and Sino-

Korean relations. When we looked at these relationships, we 

noticed that the United States played a large role in the 

security calculations of each nation. Because of this, we began 

to look at the strategic security alliances between South Korea, 

Japan, and the United States. From our research, we noticed 

that the United States played a large part in the economic 



 

 

policy, military policy, and political policy of South Korea 

and Japan. We also noticed that near the end of the Cold War 

and during the start of the post-cold war era China also began 

to play a large component in the economic policies of both 

South Korea and Japan. Considering such, we came up with 

our first variable for the dispute settlement processes in the 

East China Sea; the economic policies of each nation. 

           While evaluating at the strategic security alliances of 

Japan, South Korea, and the United States, we noticed deep 

US involvement in the security affairs of Japan and South 

Korea. Each Security policy was focused on different threats 

facing each nation, but South Korea and Japan both had China 

as a shared Security and territorial threat. Because of this, the 

military policies of China, Japan, and South Korea became 

our next variable for our case studies. 

          In order for the economic policies and military policies 

of each nation to be put into practice, each country had to use 

their political systems. Additionally, the political systems of 

each nation drove the policies that were put into place. 

Because of this we chose to consider the politics of each 

nation and how they reacted to each incident in our case 

studies to look at dispute settlement processes in the East 

China Sea. 

 

Economic 

The first independent variable we selected was the 

economic factors of each nation. For the purpose of our study 

we defined the economic policies of each nation to be the 

economic policies each nation had or currently has pertaining 

to trade between nations, and tariff policies in place by each 

nation. We also looked at the economic gain each nation could 

have from the East China Sea to provide a scale of how 

serious these issues are for each nation. We used this 

definition so we could define the direct quantitative effects of 

the dispute settlement processes in the East China Sea had on 

the economies of each nation. Under this definition, we could 

evaluate if the dispute settlement processes of China, South 

Korea, and Japan mainly focused on indirect economic 

attacks, and provide a quantitative scale to certain actions 

undertaken by China, South Korea, and Japan. 

 

Military 
Another independent variable for our study was the 

militaries of each country. For the purpose of our study we 

defined this to be the militaries of each nation, strategic 

security alliances between nations, and any outside military 

forces stationed within one of the nations we were studying. 

We used this variable to clarify the trends in military buildup 

after each incident, and if the increase use of military force 

also lead to an increase of incidents.  

 

Political 
Our last independent variable was the political 

policies of each nation. We define political policies as to 

include legislation passed by governments affecting the 

dispute, executive decisions or orders, court cases, and any 

amendments to or changes to previous legislature that could 

impact the dispute. Certain political policies of one nation can 

cause backlash in another directly affecting the diplomatic 

relationships between governments. Amongst the nations we 

chose, China, Japan, and South Korea, display sentiments of 

nationalism and globalism in specific policies. We looked at 

how nationalistic acts or globalist policies affect the dispute 

settlement process between these nations and whether one 

raises or decreases the potential for conflict in the region.  

 

Results and Findings 

 
The 2012 Anti-Japanese Protests 

Through August to September of 2012, protests 

raged in the streets of Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou in 

response to Japan’s claim and alleged purchase of the East 

China Sea’s Senkaku Islands from a private owner (Johnson, 

Shanker, 2012). In a nation in which free speech is not 

supported or guaranteed, the Chinese government seemed 

indifferent to the borderline violent protests emerging outside 

of Japanese Embassies. As Japanese vessels edged closer to 

the island chain, Chinese citizens became more and more 

enraged. The actual date of the protest took place around the 

anniversary of the September 18 (or Manchurian) Incident. 

On this date in 1931, Japanese armed forces attempted to 

invade the Chinese city of Manchuria. Chinese citizens chose 

this time specifically to protest what they saw as similar 

showings of Japanese nationalism. The protests consisted of 

eggs and bottles being thrown on and around Japanese 

embassies, in addition to the vandalism of Japanese stores and 

cars. Japanese media outlets even reported incidents of 

assaults on Japanese-born citizens of China. While the United 

States is not directly involved in the territorial dispute, they 

constantly advise Japan to settle the dispute diplomatically 

with China. Japan has repeatability denied the United States’ 

suggestion and stated that in response to the fierce anti-

Japanese demonstrations, they would increase its patrols of 

the island chain (Jiang, 2012). Both Chinese and Japanese 

officials refuse to engage in full-scale combat and diplomatic 

talks, making this territorial dispute especially complicated. 
While the 2012 protests throughout major Chinese 

cities reflects the general outrage of the population towards 

Japanese action, it also represents a stout showing of 

nationalism that has been increasingly present in the last 

decade. As the protests’ intensity increased, so did the 

showings of Chinese nationalism. The protestors waved 

Chinese national flags and portraits of late Chairman Mao 

Zedong outside the Japanese embassies (Jiang, 2012). 

Chinese hatred towards “Japanese Imperialism” combined 

with a general sense of nationalism can help us understand 

their actions in the East China Sea. Not only does the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu Island chain provide a regional militaristic 

advantage, but the showdown between two nations represents 

a power struggle in the East China Sea. Even if Japan’s claim 

is stronger, China is too proud to surrender to Japan. 

 
Korean Lawsuits against Japan 
 Since late 2018, thousands of South Koreans have 

been suing Japanese firms over forced labor at the hands of 



 

 

Imperial Japanese rule. From 1910 to 1945, Korea was 

occupied by Japan and forced into the imperial war machine 

during the expansion into East Asia. Companies including 

Nippon Steel, Mitsubishi, and Sumitomo Metal Corp were 

among those contracted with the Japanese military and are 

now the targets in lawsuits by around 1,000 Korean survivors 

and their families as they demand greater compensation (Suh-

yoon, 2019). In 1965, Japan and South Korea reached an 

agreement on basic relations between the nations. Part of the 

agreement included Japan providing South Korea with $300 

million in economic aid and $500 million in loans in exchange 

for Seoul considering pre-treaty issues settled (Shin, 2019). 

Aside from the treaty, the UN ordered Japan to take legal 

responsibility for the comfort women victims and pay any 

compensations necessary. However, Japan has refused to 

abide by the UN and saying that the issues were settled in the 

treaty. Japan’s refusal to accept responsibility for the comfort 

women has caused friction between the two nations. With 

regards to the forced labor, South Korea’s Supreme Court 

announced in November 2018 that Mitsubishi has to pay 

between $85,000 to $133,000 to five plaintiffs involved in a 

forced labor case. This ruling came just about a month after 

Nippon Steel and Sumitomo Metal Corp were hit by a similar 

case regarding forced labor. The Japanese government, 

however, refuses to accept these rulings citing the 1965 

Treaty stating that compensations were in the form of aid that 

the South Korean government misused (Suh-yoon, 2019). In 

response to the lawsuits, Japan has started to weigh its options 

on countering South Korea’s demands for compensation 

ranging from limiting visa issuance to Koreans, reducing the 

supply of Japanese goods to Korea, and even the use of tariffs 

due to Koreans potentially seizing Japanese assets in South 

Korea as compensation (Reynolds, Hirokawa, 2019).   
 
Destabilization: The Conflict of Airspace 

In November of 2013, in an effort to assert 

dominance in the region, China claimed sovereign control of 

the air space over a large portion of the East China Sea, 

including the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. China’s newly 

claimed airspace overlapped with established Japanese, South 

Korean, and Taiwanese airspaces. China established an “Air 

Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ),” which requires any 

aircraft in the ADIZ to identify itself and submit to Chinese 

air traffic control with the intended purpose of defending 

against surprise aerial attacks (Burke, Cevallos, 

2017).  Politically, China cited the establishment of the ADIZ 

as a necessary action to allow early warning time in the event 

of invasion, to defend territorial and air security, and is a self-

defense right (Swaine, 2014). Despite China framing the 

ADIZ as a defensive necessity, the Chinese calculated that 

claiming the airspace above the highly disputed 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands would increase tensions in the East 

China Sea and would also have positive effects for their 

political standing. Because of the ADIZ, China anticipated 

Japan would continue to build up militarily which might lead 

the United States to condemn Japanese 

brinkmanship.  Essentially, America’s security alliance with 

Japan has caused China to desire more protection in the East 

China Sea, which resulted in an increased chance of conflict.  
The new ADIZ led to escalation in the East China 

Sea conflict as Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and the United 

States all voiced opposition.  Japan refused to recognize the 

Chinese ADIZ and carried on with planned military exercises 

and commercial flights through the contested space. Shinzo 

Abe and the Japanese saw the Chinese ADIZ as an attempt to 

change the status quo on the Senkaku/Diaoyu Island dispute 

and called the Chinese establishment of the ADIZ both 

dangerous and one-sided (Rinehart, 2015).  South Korea 

denounced the Chinese ADIZ but reacted less harshly than 

Japan or the United States. South Korea expanded its own 

ADIZ in an attempt to secure its airspace but by doing so not 

only increased the possibility of an incident, but also 

recognized the Chinese ADIZ, which undercut the positions 

of Japan and the United States. The United States reacted by 

making statements that the Chinese ADIZ would not alter the 

United States behavior in the region and that the United States 

does not recognize any nation’s ADIZ that extends beyond its 

national airspace.  Furthermore, the United States saw the act 

as a threat and urged China not to implement it while also 

condemning the move as a reduction for the prospect of 

diplomacy (Rinehart, 2015). Three days after the ADIZ went 

into effect, the United States flew two B-52 bombers through 

the airspace to assert American strength and prove the United 

States’ lack of recognition of the Chinese ADIZ. Militarily, 

The U.S.-Japan Mutual Defense Treaty necessitates 

American intervention in the event that the Chinese ADIZ 

leads to an escalation that results in a Chinese armed invasion 

of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, which are under Japanese 

administration. The political and military implications of the 

Chinese ADIZ are an escalation of tensions in the East China 

Sea. 
 

US Military Action 
Two strategies employed by the United States to 

deter threats from China (on behalf of Japan and South Korea) 

are the use of joint exercises and freedom of navigation 

operations. This show of military force is utilized by the 

United States in order to stop or deter Chinese actions in East 

Asia and Southeast Asia. These strategies appear to be used 

by the United States when no other actions are available for 

deterrence. In assessing U.S. naval strategies, this study will 

analyze Chinese-Japanese relations since 2010. In 2010, what 

would become known as the Senkaku Crisis occurred. The 

Senkaku crisis involved a Chinese fishing trawler ramming 

with two Japanese Coast Guard vessels. Because of this, the 

Japanese Coast Guard detained the Captain Zhan Qixiong, his 

crew, and confiscated the Ship (Smith, 2011, p.374). The 

response from China involved economic sanctions through 

the restriction of rare earth metal exports to Japan, the 

detainment of four Japanese nationals in China, and demands 

for the release of the crew and trawler through diplomatic 

channels (Smith, 2011, p.375 -376). We can infer from this 

response that China used economic and political means of 

dispute settlement processes. China did not use military force 

in this dispute, which is significant because they exhausted all 



 

 

other methods to force Japan to acquiesce. We can see, 

however, that the United States involved itself in this crisis to 

prevent China from taking military action. The U.S. 

reinforced its policy that the Senkaku Islands are protected by 

the U.S.-Japan Security Alliance. Additionally, the Chairman 

of the Joint Chiefs of Staff expressed his support of Japan, and 

the Secretary of Defense stated that the United States would 

carry out its “alliance responsibilities” (Smith, 2011, p .375). 

Eventually, Japan released the fishing crew and trawler, citing 

unprecedented diplomatic pressure. 

 After the 2010 Senkaku Crisis, the trend of averted 

Chinese actions in East Asia and Southeast Asia is a result of 

increasing militarization of the South and East China Seas. 

China has deployed military forces to its recently developed 

bases. Simultaneously, the Chinese military has increased 

patrols in the East China Sea, though has not further 

developed its military infrastructure within the East China Sea. 

This disparity between Chinese militarization in the East and 

South China Seas is notable. The United States military has 

less presence within the South China Sea when compared to 

the East China Sea. The United States’ main military 

infrastructure in the region is focused within Japan and South 

Korea. However, the activity of the United States Navy to 

combat aggression in the region has steadily increased since 

the Senkaku Crisis. Under the Trump Administration, the 

United States has reaffirmed its commitment to Japan and the 

stability of the East China Sea. In 2017, Secretary Mattis 

reaffirmed the United States’ policy stances, sparking protests 

from China. Additionally, the Trump administration has 

raised concerns about Chinese militarization in the South 

China Sea (Bodeen, 2017). When looking at the United States 

Freedom of Navigation operations and joint exercises, a trend 

of the United States countering Chinese actions becomes 

apparent. The USS McCampbell carried out a Freedom of 

Navigation operation in the South China Sea to protest 

Chinese island building within the region. China retaliated by 

deploying anti-ship missiles due to this Freedom of 

Navigation Operation. Because of this, the US Navy carried 

out a joint exercise in the region between the USS Wasp and 

an amphibious Japanese ship to test “their ability to 

communicate and maneuver together in 2019” (Lopez, 2019). 

Additionally, the United States has been conducting freedom 

of Navigation Operations in the Taiwan Strait to deter 

Chinese action against Taiwan. From August 2018 to January 

2019, the United States conducted four freedom of navigation 

operations to deter Chinese aggression in the East China Sea 

(Werner, 2019). In January of 2019, senior Chinese officials 

stated to US Naval Leadership they would take back Taiwan 

at “any cost” (Ziezulewicz, 2019). This caused another 

Freedom of Navigation Operation in the Taiwan Straits to 

deter Chinese action against Taiwan. From the sum of these 

studies we can see the United States counters Chinese 

aggression and has stopped additional action by China to 

occur in the region. 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 
 

We found that assertive military policies and 

nationalistic or protective political and economic policies 

increase tensions and strain the ability for nations to negotiate. 

The Chinese implementation of the ADIZ is a pivotal military 

development in the East China Sea Dispute. The U.S.-Japan 

Mutual Defense Treaty has been made more relevant due to 

this development because the United States is committed to 

defend Japan in the case of invasion. Because the Japanese 

consider the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands to be under their 

administration, an armed attack on the islands would 

necessitate the United States to defend Japan according to its 

treaty obligation (Rinehart, 2015). With overlapping ADIZ’s 

and increasing tensions over the disputed islands, there is a 

greater potential for conflict. Escalation seems ever more 

likely in the event of a regional clash due to the U.S.-Japan 

Mutual Defense Treaty, which could result in a 

miscommunication provoking the use of force. Because none 

of the actors involved want to see the East China Sea conflict 

turn into a full-scale war or even a military conflict, force is 

not likely to be used to either enforce or deter the ADIZ. This 

results in China gaining legitimacy for their actions and 

increasing power in the East China Sea through coercive 

military policy. Yet, with each side citing the others’ 

militarization as cause for escalation, the East China Sea 

dispute could result in a military conflict.  

Aside from aggressive military policy, the lawsuits 

in South Korea against Japanese companies illustrate the 

complexities between two nations that face common enemies 

and share the same superpower ally. Amongst the lawsuits are 

strains of nationalist pride found in both of these nations. 

Japan has long denied and refused to accept responsibility for 

any crimes it committed in Korea during its occupation. The 

ignorance of Japan in not accepting the past only generates 

nationalist sentiment in South Korea and results in unstable 

relations between the two as the court cases document. 

Nationalistic political policies such as these court cases by 

South Korea and Japan’s counter economic policies only 

increase the tensions between the countries and fall into 

China’s favor with regards to the East China Sea. South Korea 

and Japan pose the biggest threat to China due to their 

proximity and basing of US troops. Therefore, if the two 

nations are at ends with each other, it can inhibit the US’s 

capacity to operate in the region, allowing China an 

opportunity to capitalize on the dispute. Until Japan and 

Korea resolve their own disputes regarding the past, China 

will use this to expand its influence in the East China Sea and 

resolve disputes bilaterally with its neighbors giving it an 

overwhelming advantage. 

Continuing with the trend of nationalistic policies, 

the 2012 protests throughout major Chinese cities shows the 

general outrage of the population towards Japanese action, 

and the increasingly present nationalist sentiment of the last 

decade. As the protests’ intensity increased, so did the 

showings of Chinese nationalism. The protestors waved 

Chinese national flags and portraits of late Chairman Mao 

Zedong outside the Japanese embassies (Jiang, 2). Chinese 



 

 

hatred towards “Japanese Imperialism” combined with a 

general sense of nationalism can help us understand their 

actions in the East China Sea. Not only does the Senkaku 

Island chain provide a regional militaristic advantage, but the 

showdown between two nations represents a power struggle 

in the East China Sea. Even if Japan’s claim is stronger, China 

is too proud to surrender to Japan.  

We can see that the Chinese trend towards 

nationalism and aggressive military actions crystalized into 

what is called the 2010 Senkaku Crisis. After this crisis, the 

United States not only affirmed its commitment to Japan, but 

specifically stated that the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands fall under 

the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty. From here, we have seen an 

increase in US military action in East Asia and Southeast Asia 

to counter these overtly aggressive policies by China. These 

actions involve freedom of navigation patrols in the South 

China Sea, and joint operations with Japan, South Korea, and 

other nations in the East China and South China Seas. We can 

also see that when China has continued to push other issues 

that concern the region, such as Taiwan, the United States 

Navy has consistently patrolled in the regions where China 

has begun military action to stop a continuation of their 

policies. This has seemed to keep the situation within a status 

quo between nations more often than not, but the question 

now is how long the United States can deter Chinese action.  

From this incident we can conclude the United States 

has been a stabilizing force within the region. In addition, we 

can assume that because China used political and economic 

means to settle this dispute with Japan, but no military action, 

there must be a reason for this lack of military force. We can 

see from the heavy involvement of the United States in the 

region, and through their statements throughout the Senkaku 

Crisis, the United States most likely had some effect on the 

conduct of China in the East China Sea. 

 

Limitations 

 

The East China Sea policy in comparison to the 

South China Sea policy of China has been more stable during 

the post World War II period. China has focused more on their 

resources and policy initiatives on controlling the South 

China Sea. Because of this, until the 2010 Senkaku Crisis, 

actions taken by China in the East China Sea region has been 

largely extensions of their South China Sea policies as 

opposed to a separate distinct policy crafted for the region. 

This means that most of the data available on the East China 

Sea dispute starts in the 1990s to the early 2010s. Because of 

this, the amount of case studies we could choose from and 

analyze come from a more brief time period and can be 

attributed to the same handful of policies China and other 

disputants in the region have created instead of different 

unique policies that can be examine over a longer period of 

time such as in the South China Sea dispute. Therefore, we 

are limited in the dispute settlement processes we can 

compare between China, Japan, and South Korea when 

compared to other disputes, which involve these disputant 

countries. 

Another limitation we faced was the lack of 

compiled data. Often, we could find individual press releases 

for freedom of navigation operations, joint exercise, and 

statements by the governments of the various disputants 

condoning the actions of other disputants, but it was hard to 

find an exact number of how many patrols and joint exercises 

that were carried out by the various disputants in a given year. 

Often the press releases would contain information or a 

suggestion as to why the joint exercise or freedom of 

navigation operation was carried out by the United States, but 

without a comprehensive database on all patrols and exercises 

it has been difficult to see if there has been a trend toward 

military dispute settlement processes by the United States, 

Japan, and South Korea. Additionally, patrols carried out by 

China in the East China Sea are often not publicize and 

therefore it is hard to determine if China is also trending 

toward military hard power and dispute settlement processes. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Through analyzing the diplomacy between South 

Korea, Japan, China, and the United States in the East China 

Sea, we have concluded that China’s claim on the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu island chain in addition to other expansionist 

policies have elicited and will continue to elicit tensions in the 

region.  Specifically, political, military, and economic 

interactions between these nations have exemplified the 

conflict in the East China Sea.  
Politically, dispute settlement processes like 

alliances have not resulted in greater diplomacy but have 

instead contributed to instability in the East China Sea. 

Nationalism on all sides has caused diplomacy to be more 

strained such as the Chinese anti-Japan protests in 2012 for 

example. The United States’ defensive security alliance with 

Japan has resulted in an increased risk that Chinese or 

Japanese brinkmanship in the pursuit of supremacy in the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu island dispute will result in an armed 

military conflict. Although United States is diplomatically 

aligned with both Japan and South Korea, the strained 

relationship between the two has resulted in a lack of a unified 

front against China which the Chinese have used to coerce 

their way into more favorable positioning in the East China 

Sea. 
Japan is also building up its military and taking steps 

toward bolstering its legitimacy, which China in particular is 

opposed to. The Chinese presence in the East China Sea with 

its expanded ADIZ may be due to fears out of the expanded 

role of the Japanese military along with Japan and South 

Korea’s alliances with the United States, but the effect of this 

expansion is increased tensions on all sides. Joint military 

demonstrations have been employed by the United States 

though South Korea and Japan to flex military strength in the 

region as a form of deterrence. There has been an increase in 

the use of military demonstrations as a form of deterrence 

since the Senkaku/Diaoyu island dispute has become a more 

hotly contested issue after 2010. 
Economically, South Korea has levied lawsuits 

against Japan for their crimes during WWII.  This has resulted 



 

 

in increased tensions between the two even though China 

poses a bigger threat. After Japan detained the captain and 

crew of a Chinese vessel during the Senkaku Crisis of 2010, 

China has implemented economic sanctions that have further 

escalated tensions in the region. 
Based off these case studies, we can conclude that 

nationalism is limiting the effectiveness of peaceful 

diplomacy as a dispute settlement process. Economic 

sanctions, military demonstrations, and political alliances 

have caused all sides to treat the other with suspicion and 

resentment. In a hotly contested region such as the East 

China Sea, tensions could easily boil over into a military 

conflict if each side is unwilling to make concessions. China 

may continue to use coercion to bolster their claim over the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, but with nationalism on the rise as 

suggested through political, military, and economic trends, it 

may be more effective in the long term to resolve the East 

China Sea dispute more diplomatically. 
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Introduction 
 

Fast-paced economic development has become a 

norm throughout the world in recent history. This is most 

clearly seen with the economic growth rates of African 

countries that serve as the subject of interest of this paper. 

This paper will analyze Tanzania and South Africa through 

the lens of Chinese investment. China has taken an interest in 

Africa and has increasingly invested significant amounts of 

resources in professional sectors, most notably in 

infrastructure, technology, and services. Justification on 

China’s part for this increased economic presence is framed 

as benevolent: China seeks to develop infrastructure, improve 

agriculture, and reduce poverty on the continent. However, 

questions and criticisms arise as to the truth of these 

intentions, given the emergence of “debt trap” diplomacy in 

developing regions. Does China have other intentions along 

the lines of challenging US economic supremacy? To what 

degree are African nations and their peoples actually 

benefiting from these investment projects? As the 

construction industry exceeds 10% of the world economy and 

has rippling effects on a country’s capacity for resource 

networking, business development and rising standards of 

living, it serves as an appropriate framework to analyze these 

questions. 

 

Review of the Literature 

 

African states have more often than not been 

considered developing nations abound with government and 

societal instability in need of international aid and 

intervention. Developed countries tend to send philanthropic 

aid rather than invest in the continent’s untapped potential for 

sustainable infrastructure. In contrast, China experienced an 

unprecedented economic boom full of domestic growth and 

global expansion in the 1980s. Many scholars suggest, as 

China’s economic prosperity has slowed in past years, that the 

state is increasingly looking for new markets to spread its 

capital and technology, suggesting they want to find 

prosperity elsewhere. The largest such markets can be found 

in Africa, where resource rich countries have largely been left 

out of the advanced global economy thus far. Chief among 

this technology is construction, one of China’s most important 

industries. 
Developing countries generally receive foreign aid, 

foreign direct investment (FDI), and remittances from 

wealthier nations, but there have been a wide range of effects 

on these countries as a result of such aid. A study conducted 

by Uwaoma G. Nwaogu and Michael J. Ryan (2015) 

examines the economic growth of 53 African and 34 Latin 

American and Caribbean countries against the specific forms 

of aid and their amounts received within a fiscal year. The 

researchers agree that both FDI and foreign aid influence the 

African economy the most, whereas remittances and aid tend 

to affect Latin America and the Caribbean. Additionally, they 

found that spatial interdependence is a key factor in these 

developing areas due to multiple countries benefiting when 

one country begins to grow, demonstrating how investment in 

a few countries can impact an entire region (Nwaogu, Ryan, 

2015). In contrast, mine-related infrastructure in Africa has 

been found to favor international trade rather than intra-

African trade as the railways tend to connect directly to the 

coast in order to decrease the cost of intercontinental trade, 

prompting nations like China to dip into African development 

as a successful investment venture (Bonfatti, Poelhekke, 

2017). In their paper “From mine to coast: Transport 

infrastructure and the direction of trade in developing 

countries,” Roberto Bonfatti and Steven Poelhekke (2017) 

find that Chinese investment strategy follows this pattern of 

interior-to-coast railroads as only five out of forty projects 

from 2003-2013 focused on intra-African connections 

(Bonfatti, Poelhekke, 2017). The easier it becomes to 

transport goods to the coast, especially for landlocked nations, 

the cheaper it becomes to trade said goods with outside 

buyers. 
Chinese interests and investments now have newer 

and deeper roots in the international scene than in previous 

years. As detailed in, “The West was sure the Chinese 

approach would not work. It just had to wait. It’s still waiting” 

(Watkins et al. 2018), this strategy has proven effective from 

Chinese investment to Eastern Europe, India, Africa and to 

the Americas, with many expectations of failure never 

manifesting. Moreover, the research paper “Chinese FDI in 

Sub-Saharan Africa: Engaging with Large Dragons” 

(Kaplinski 2009) details the nature and type of investments, 

and contextualizes them in their economic history. The actual 

effects of such investments find ground in papers like “Causes 

of construction cost and time overruns: The 2010 FIFA World 

Cup stadia in South Africa” which analyses the factors that 

feed into costs and time delays that exceed initial expectations 

(Baloyi, 2011). Additionally, the paper “Corruption in the 

South African construction industry: a thematic analysis of 

verbatim comments from survey participants” presents the 
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conceptions African countries’ public have of the leaders, 

political and economic, in the African construction industry. 

A consensus of pervasive corruption and a drawing back from 

the potentials of victimhood--both as a laborer and as a 

construction professional--perhaps has a significant detriment 

to the opportunity an average African can have to benefit from 

increased foreign investment, or namely Chinese investment. 

Many sources briefly explain the potential for and rumors of 

corruption in African construction, but “Corruption in the 

South African construction industry: a thematic analysis of 

verbatim comments from survey participants” by Paul 

Anthony Bowen, Peter J. Edwards & Keith Cattell (2012) 

dives even deeper. It explores the motives behind corrupt 

construction companies and the structures that allow them to 

evade accountability. The study also proposes an outline for 

how to combat complacent attitudes about corruption, 

stemming the problem at its roots in the South African 

government. While it does not directly discuss Chinese 

companies, this paper is a significant contribution that 

contextualizes what happens in the African economy and 

professional sector once investment comes in, be it foreign or 

domestic. As a result, businesses that lease, own, and operate 

from newly constructed projects can have a predictable 

inequality in the proportion of Africans who profit and benefit 

from these business opportunities. There may even be some 

cases where the increased investment is funneled to select 

individuals that have better support and subsidy to outperform 

and monopolize against a setting of natural African economic 

dealings. 
A considerable amount of scholarship is dedicated to 

trade relations between China and African countries. One 

useful example is “China’s Interest and Activity in Africa’s 

Construction and Infrastructure Sectors” by Lucy Corkin and 

Christopher Burke in 2006. It focuses on the Chinese 

construction industry and its inroads into four different 

African nations: Angola, Zambia, Tanzania, and Sierra 

Leone. Chinese activity was examined and compared across 

five areas: “tendering, access to capital, labor, procurement, 

and quality of workmanship,” (Burke & Corkin 2006). One 

key finding is that Chinese companies fared better than 

indigenous ones due to their lower labor, capital, and bidding 

costs. The study does conclude, however, that China’s 

investments have the potential for positive long-term effects, 

so long as it is better regulated by the African governments. 

A weak point in this study is that it was published in 2006. 

With more current data, our study can expand upon this 

research to see which trends have continued and which have 

passed in the past decade or so. 
The other area of our focus is on the construction 

technologies themselves that allow Chinese companies to 

build huge projects cheaply. Some of these projects include 

the Tanzanian national soccer stadium, the Zambian 

Government Complex, and massive road and bridge rebuilds 

in Angola. The study “Cost Effectiveness of using Low Cost 

Housing Technologies in Construction” by Vivian W.Y.Tam 

(2011) compares low-cost and traditional construction 

methods in Indian housing. While not dealing with Africa, 

these new low-cost methods are fairly universal and are used 

by Chinese companies in Africa as well. The study finds that 

about 20-25% of costs can be cut using low cost methods 

including rat trap bond technology for walling, a filler slab 

roofing system, and flooring generally made of terracotta tiles 

or color oxides. 
 This paper intends to narrow the research lens to two 

specific case studies where we will examine the specific 

effects that have been discussed by scholars in previous years. 

By expanding upon the pre-existing literature, we will be able 

to provide an in-depth analysis of the effects of China’s 

investment on both Tanzania and South Africa.   
 

Methodology 

 

Our research comes from scholarly sources and has 

used methods such as surveys, economic metrics published 

from government and independent agencies, and resources 

from other institutions. Evaluating whether there was a net 

positive or net negative effect of foreign investment in 

construction infrastructure and innovation, we chose to use 

China and its relationship with African countries because 

there has been an increased desire for investment from public 

and private Chinese sources. Further specificity came to the 

countries of Tanzania and South Africa because there is an 

abundance of scholarly research on these countries, pertaining 

to the economic and social impacts of investment and 

corruption in the South African investment. Research on the 

effects of burgeoning African construction industries have 

shown through surveys of construction professionals the 

negative effects of management inequality.  

 We intend to measure how each individual 

countries’ economy grows (or falters) as a result of foreign 

direct investment overall, and specifically from China. The 

focus on infrastructure FDI helps to narrow down the interests 

and intentions of the investing nation and how that affects the 

overall economic outcome in the country of interest. In order 

to properly analyze economic growth, examinations of per 

capita income of citizens, growth domestic product of the 

country, employment numbers, and usage of the construction 

cost index will provide us with sufficient evidence. 

Additionally, in order to determine the effects of FDI and 

construction investment on corruption, we will evaluate 

survey responses of citizens and their opinions of the 

government.  

In evaluating the link between construction 

investment and corruption, studies such as “Causes of 

construction cost and time overruns: The 2010 FIFA World 

Cup stadia in South Africa” have been invaluable. We learned 

just how little of the foreign investment in South Africa is 

sometimes spread to the greater population rather than caught 

up in business elites’ monopolies. “Corruption in the South 

African construction industry: a thematic analysis of verbatim 

comments from survey participants” gave us an even broader 

view. Much of our research comes from more traditional 

datasets, such as FDI to measure infrastructure investment 

and GDP, employment statistics, and construction cost index 

to measure these investments’ impact on local economies. 

 



 

 

Results and Findings 

 

Tanzania 
State of Construction Industry  

The Chinese presence in Tanzania has been growing 

rapidly since the country’s independence in 1964 when the 

two nations founded a relationship based on non-interference 

and aid. One of the first bilateral engagements signed between 

the states was the Agreement on Economic and Technical 

Cooperation in June 1964 (Corkin et al. 2006) which stated 

that China would give $28 million interest-free loan, payable 

over ten years in the form of equipment, goods, and technical 

expertise to Tanzania (Ibid). Numerous agreements such as 

this one followed, even in the forms of defaulting on debts, 

enabling development of Tanzania via buildings, business, 

roadways and railways, and other large-scale projects like 

stadiums. Figure 1 demonstrates that despite China’s strong 

economic relations with Tanzania, there is actually a 

decreasing proportion of Tanzanians who believe that China’s 

economy is beneficial to them (Pew 2014).  

 

Figure 1: Declining Belief that China’s Economy Helps 

Africa 

 
 

We have also found that often times, local 

construction firms lack the proper resources to enable them to 

challenge or compete with incoming foreign firms, such as the 

Chinese. As reflected in Figure 2, in 2006, 60% of registered 

contractors in the African nation were foreign-owned 

companies and 45.16 % of the foreign construction companies 

were Chinese (Corkin et al. 2006).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Value of Registered Projects in Tanzania (2006) 

 
 

From 1981 to 2006 over 100 large-scale projects 

were conducted in Tanzania by Chinese companies and most 

of them focused on construction (Ibid.). When compared with 

other African countries such as Zambia, Chinese firms tend to 

do projects with higher standards of work in Tanzania where 

there is less competition with indigenous firms and codes and 

regulations are not as strictly enforced (Burke 2007). The 

Tanzanian government found the Chinese easier to deal with 

than local firms and prefers their non-interfering terms to 

those of the United States and Europe.  
China invests billions into Tanzanian development 

and infrastructure and in return they seek raw materials and 

energy resources that the country tends to be rich in. From 

2003 to 2007, China had a 48.4% share of Tanzania’s total 

export of crude raw materials (not including food and fuels) 

and in 2017 (Ademola 2016), Tanzania exported $329M in 

goods to their third largest partner China, which is nearly 

double what they exported in 2005 (OEC 2017).  
 

 
 

Corruption is widespread in the Tanzanian 

government, and this corruption applies to Chinese 

investment as well. According to the 2018 Corruption 

Perception Index, Tanzania rates 36 on a 100-point scale with 

0 being the most corrupt and 100 being the least corrupt 

(Transparency 2018). This rating is not abnormal for the Sub-

Saharan African region and falls just below the world median, 

ranking 99th out of 180 measured countries for perceived 

corruption In general, the Tanzanian public views China in a 

positive light. Tanzanians have the highest favorable view of 

China than any sub-Saharan African nation (Pew 2014). This 



 

 

optimism translates to their views on China’s influence in the 

economy. 66% of Tanzanians agreed that “China’s growing 

economy is good for our country” in 2014. That percentage is 

down from 2008 when 77% agreed with the above statement 

(See Figure 1).  
Tanzanian corruption exists in multiple facets of 

their relationship with Chinese construction companies. The 

first and most obvious is the procurement process by which 

the government grants contracts for construction projects. 

Since 2004, local companies have supposedly been given 

priority over foreign companies thanks to the Public 

Procurement Act No. 21 (Public Procurement Act). The Act 

was designed to make the procurement process more 

transparent, but many in the construction industry still suspect 

corruption by Chinese firms. In particular, participants in 

Burke’s study suggested that Chinese construction companies 

form cartels with the Chinese government (Burke & Corbin 

2006).. They may offer a range of bids, with the winning 

companies subcontracting parts of the project to other 

companies in the cartel. This practice would ensure prosperity 

for all of the Chinese companies involved while shutting local 

Tanzanian companies out of the procurement process.  
Another aspect of potential corruption is the low 

labor and building standards enforced by the Tanzanian 

government. Building inspectors are widely believed to be 

corrupt and ineffective. The government lacks the resources 

and the political will to enforce building and construction 

codes, allowing companies to circumnavigate them at ease. 

Chinese construction companies can promise high safety 

standards without carrying them through. Labor was also 

found to be a more significant area of corruption. A 2005 

study by the International Labor Organization found that 

Chinese companies had “exceptionally low standards, with 

long working hours, low pay, low standard occupational 

safety and health and a poor record on workers’ rights” 

(Ackson, 2005). They were also found to pay their engineers 

only 10% of the average Western-based company’s salary. 

Speculation is also rampant that Chinese companies pay their 

low-wage workers less than minimum wage. Contrast this 

with the finding that local Tanzanian companies actually pay 

their low-wage workers slightly more than the minimum 

wage, and Western companies pay wages substantially higher 

than the minimum wage.  
 
South Africa 
State of the Construction Industry  

Evidence that Chinese investment into the 

construction industry was found--particularly domestic 

companies with Chinese investment, or private Chinese 

companies--grants advantages to certain competitors and 

often handicaps others. Studies have found perceptions 

echoing “that Chinese companies have an unfair advantage 

due to the extensive support offered by the PRC 

government.”, further expanded on the quantitative “lost 

market share [of South African firms] as a result of the 

Chinese companies’ entry” (Baloyi, Michiel 2011). A metric 

for assessing the health of the construction industry is 

accounting for factors causing delays on projects of expansive 

scale, such as did the FIFA World Cup stadia projects in 2007, 

which faced intense cost overruns and time delays. Factors of 

these negative outcomes were summarized as “material cost 

and price fluctuations”, and ‘incomplete drawings’, ‘design 

changes’ and ‘slow decision-making’. (Baloyi, Michiel 

2011).  
These are inefficiencies within the construction 

firms which may be exacerbated from structural problems and 

incentives for and lack of safeguards against corruption. 

South America earns a 43/100 on the 2018 Corruption 

Perception Index. Forms of corruption in the construction 

industry took forms such as bribery that was rampant up and 

down the professional level. Studies that surveyed South 

African construction officials found such responses as:  
 

When reported to ECSA [Engineering Council of South Africa] 
they do not follow up or when they eventually do, after years of 

persistent follow-up, it is glossed over. They promise it will be 

investigated——and then give no further response until prompted 
some time later. And this is supposed to be the regulatory body. It 

is a case of ‘Who guards the guardians? (Bowen, Cattel, Edwards 

2012) 

 
 Because the system of career progression and 

project completion is rife with systemic problems of 

inefficiency, bribery and corruption, it is found that when 

increased investment enters into this very system, much of it 

is lost in transactional and corruption costs. 
 Research into the mechanism of poor outcomes--

such as cost overruns and time delays--of projects in South 

America, primarily with relation to the constructions of the 

2010 FIFA World Cup stadia show further evidence of 

systemic inefficiencies. Inaccurate material estimates, project 

complexity, and shortage of skilled labor have been cited as 

among the top factors of cost overruns in the FIFA projects, 

and incomplete drawings, poor planning and scheduling and 

poor information dissemination have been cited as factors of 

time delays (Baloyi, Michiel 2011). 

 

Figure 2: Corruption opportunities, pressures and rationales 

from the thematic data analysis 
  

 



 

 

This is a significant finding in the research because 

it informs the context in which the magnitude of foreign aid, 

investment and presence in countries comparable to South 

Africa are mechanistically consumed in inefficient practices 

on purpose to find a construction project completed in a 

timely and cost-effective method. 
 

 

Discussion 
 

Our findings on Tanzania are twofold. On one hand, 

increased Chinese investment in the construction industry has 

directly correlated with economic growth and development of 

new projects. On the other, concerns still exist regarding how 

much of the economic growth is solely benefitting the 

wealthiest members of Tanzanian society. Without clear data 

on wealth distribution, we can’t answer this question, but our 

findings on corruption do lead us to question the motives of 

Chinese investment. China, unlike many investors, is willing 

to pour money into developing countries such as Tanzania 

regardless of their government’s level of corruption or 

democracy. This policy has allowed China to lead the way in 

investment into Africa, because other big investors like the 

United States are less willing to give out money or projects 

solely for economic gain. 
Another aspect of our finding was the levels of 

corruption that Chinese construction investment is bringing 

into the Tanzanian industry. We initially hypothesized that it 

would raise the level of corruption, and our findings seem to 

back that up. While Tanzania has tried to take steps to reduce 

corruption such as the Public Procurement Act, in many eyes 

they haven’t gone far enough. Tanzania could certainly 

improve perceptions about their level of corruption by making 

the procurement process more public and accessible to local 

companies.  
In South Africa, we found even greater evidence of 

corruption. Multiple studies containing interviews with top 

officials confirm that Chinese companies are given hidden 

advantages in the bidding process over local companies. This 

is not surprising given South Africa’s high level of perceived 

overall corruption and short history as a fully inclusive 

democracy. As a result, South Africa is the best evidence of a 

negative interpretation of Chinese investment in Africa. 

Mostly only the top of society benefits, including government 

officials. When government officials benefit from 

construction deals, they are surely going to be less likely to 

implement solutions to prevent those corrupt deals. The cycle 

of corruption keeps spinning if the general public is unaware 

or there’s no method for clean regime change in a particular 

country.  
Our findings generally should encourage countries 

to be wary of unlimited Chinese investment, particularly if 

they seek to grow their own domestic industries. Even without 

any corruption, Chinese construction companies often have 

the upper hand over local firms just by virtue of access to 

higher capital and technological investment. If a country is 

simply seeking overall economic growth, welcoming Chinese 

investment is a smart move, as South Africa and Tanzania’s 

GDPs have both grown tremendously as Chinese FDI has 

increased. We admittedly can’t say if correlation equals 

causation in this case without a more rigorous analysis of 

other factors, but Chinese investment surely hasn’t hurt the 

overall economies given the dramatic growth. However, if it 

is more concerned about income inequality, corruption, and 

damage to infant industries, it would be wise to remain 

skeptical about Chinese construction investment. 
 

Limitations 

 

While we are confident in the results we have 

presented, our research was largely reliant on outside sources 

due to our own lack of expertise and resources to gather our 

own data within the allotted time. Associated limitations 

include scarcity of specific data, implicit biases of our 

sources, and the assumed legitimacy of our quantitative data. 

Throughout our research we discovered that much of the 

available data and resources were dated before 2013, instead 

of more recent data. Consequently, our conclusions were 

drawn based upon a mixture of relatively recent data in terms 

of the history of each case studies’ relations with China, but 

any future reports should use more recent data as it becomes 

available. Due to the fact that our qualitative conclusions were 

drawn from the reports of our sources, we must acknowledge 

that there may have been implicit biases of the conductors of 

the studies and possible response biases of those surveyed. 

Additionally, conflicts and lack of statistical expertise 

prevented us from successfully conducting and reporting any 

quantitative analyses ourselves. As a result, we opted to 

utilize the statistical conclusions reported by our scholarly 

sources rather than conducting our own tests, though we did 

use a variety to ensure consistency.  
 

Conclusion 

 

African countries have had among the highest rates 

of growth in the past decades, owing great part of it to foreign 

aid and investment. Our paper sought to analyze the real 

economic benefits that African countries accrue with their 

particular relationships with China. To do this we utilized the 

metrics associated with the construction industry, primarily 

because of the undertaking and benefits infrastructural 

development poses for a country. We have found evidence 

that points in the direction of African countries like Tanzania 

and South America having their countries not completely 

stimulated, but partly coddled and found in direct competition 

with Chinese or Chinese-backed construction firms. Further, 

the benefits firms gain from Chinese or general investment is 

received by systemically corrupt institutions, governmental 

and private, that feed inefficiency and cronyism. Those 

entities that harbor goodwill intentions to decrease poverty, 

and to uplift a developing country ought to be careful in 

choosing how they carry out their investment. 
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Introduction 
 

Recently, there has been a wave of concern about the 

environment as the world increasingly feels the effects of 

climate change. In order to combat the effects of climate 

change, the United Nations (UN) first drafted the framework 

“Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest 

degradation and the role of conservation, sustainable 

management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon 

stocks in developing countries” (REDD+) in 2005. REDD+ 

obtains their monetary funds from the World Bank’s Forest 

Carbon Partnership Facility and the UN itself, along with 

several other countries including Norway, Germany, and the 

United Kingdom (Corbera and Schroeder, 2011). There has 

been much debate over how effective REDD+ has been in 

preventing deforestation and its effects. This paper consists of 

a comprehensive assessment of REDD+’s predicted 

effectiveness in terms of carbon storage, biodiversity and 

conservation, and the alleviation of poverty over the next five 

years. 

 

Review of the Literature 

 

REDD+ Impact on Carbon Emissions and Accountability 

 The main objectives of REDD+ are to protect forest-

dependent communities and to fight climate change through 

forest management. The implementation of the project is 

ideally at local, state, and national levels throughout the 

world. The two main programs include the United Nations 

Collaborative Program on Reducing Emissions from 

Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing 

Countries (UN-REDD) and the Forest Carbon Partnership 

Facility (FCPF) of the World Bank. These goals include 

“…traditional forest management systems, knowledge and 

institutions, and low-carbon livelihood activities” (Bayrak 

and Marafa, 2016). Bayrak and Marafa write that each nation 

develops its own plan to enact REDD+ programs to best 

assess impacts on local communities. This includes three 

phases: creating national strategies or action plans, putting 

them into action, and then analyzing the results to so that they 

can be reported and verified (Bayrak and Marafa, 2016). The 

authors bring up the lack of guidelines or policies to put 

‘social safeguards’ in place, so the impacts of REDD+ differ 

for each country. Additionally, they write that there are 

problems with what qualifies countries to receive carbon 

credits, whether it is “…avoiding leakage and future 

deforestation; avoided deforestation; forest conservation; or 

afforestation and reforestation” (Bayrak and Marafa, 2016).  

 In the Current Opinion in Environmental 

Sustainability Journal, an article on the monitoring, reporting, 

and verification (MRV) details systems measuring reduction 

in emission discusses the positive and negative impacts of the 

current MRV systems that “…may exercise disciplinary 

power (through standardization, simplification, and erasing 

the local)” (Aarti Gupta, et al., 2012). These authors address 

that the REDD+ program is still being developed and as a 

result they will focus on an analysis of carbon accounting in 

general with a focus on certain forestry projects. “Accounting 

for carbon” and “accountability of those engaged in carbon 

accounting” are described as two different interpretations of 

carbon accountability. The first explains how carbon 

measurements are standardized by measuring carbon stored in 

biomass and soils. The second explains that there are 

consequences depending on who is collecting the data. There 

are problems in both areas when implementing REDD+ 

programs as a new system of ‘global climate and forest 

governance’. Since the program seeks to create global 

requirements for carbon storage, it ignores the differing 

ecosystems and interactions on the local level, which creates 

issues. Furthermore, the article writes that each country 

differs in transparency and accountability according to 

country, and in some cases “promotes carbon over other forest 

values” (Aarti Gupta, et al., 2012). This makes it difficult to 

ensure that each nation is following through in adequate 

reporting and program alignment with the REDD+ standards. 

Since the program focuses on preserving forests for 

biodiversity and creating carbon sinks, the measurements and 

reports focus on deforestation and not necessarily carbon 

measurements. In the Environmental Science and Policy 

journal article on the impacts of REDD+ carbon projects, 

there is a chart about the biophysical impacts of pre-REDD+ 

programs displaying how the values are measured (Caplow, 

et al., 2011). In different regions, the biophysical outcome 

reports include information such as “lowered sequestration”, 

“deforestation: 763 hectares saved”, and “park expanded 1.58 

million hectares; 1,034,107 mtCO2 sequestered thus far” 

(Caplow, et al., 2011). The article shows that each region 

measures and accounts for carbon saved and success of 

programs differently. Consequently, this also makes 

standardization of carbon accountability difficult considering 

REDD+: Analysis of the Progress and Projections for the Future 
 

Rachel Milner, Melanie Taylor, Gabriella Valderrama, and Kayleigh Crabb 

 
How effective has the REDD+ program been in terms of carbon storage, biodiversity conservation, and the alleviation of 

poverty in the past and how effective will it be in the near future? This study looks into REDD’s impact on these various 

factors and how the program operates. By studying each category separately, our team hopes to gain a better understanding 

of the efficacy of the program and what should be improved for the future. After a thorough analysis, we conclude that while 

the overarching goal of the program is positive, there are significant issues in implementation and accountability that must be 

addressed to ensure REDD’s future success. 

 



 

 

each region has a different means of measuring efforts to 

lower carbon emissions through limiting deforestation, 

preserving forestry, and increasing biodiversity. 

Biodiversity and Conservation of REDD+ 

Biodiversity is crucial within an environment 

because it provides protection against disaster as well as 

providing more niches for different organisms. Conservation 

of an environment will undoubtedly aid in preserving the 

biodiversity of that region. REDD+’s entire purpose lies in 

reducing carbon emissions, which is directly correlated with 

conservation of forests (Johnson, 2018). Assessing the 

efficiency of REDD+’s effect on biodiversity and 

conservation is crucial because many environments, 

particularly tropical regions, are large carbon reservoirs, 

resulting in the positive correlation. Biodiversity also plays a 

large role in the efficiency of a demographic; this can be seen 

in China’s peach orchards. In addition to peaches, farmers 

also cultivate, legumes, vegetables, and various types of 

flowers. As diversity increases, the amount of “natural 

predators” also increases in an area, meanwhile decreasing the 

amount of insect herbivores (Mirani, 2016). Due to REDD+, 

China has been able to effectively increase biodiversity within 

its peach orchards, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it is 

conserving forest area; the land has already been converted to 

agriculture, which is not nearly as efficient as the natural 

region. 

Other researchers argue that REDD+ has proven its 

ability to increase biodiversity, although the areas in which 

progress has been made may not be the most carbon rich. 

Indonesia is another location that is popular for REDD+ 

programs. With the help of international aid, Indonesia has 

been persuaded to protect more of its environment rather than 

convert it to agricultural land. The protected areas of 

Indonesia, however, are not the regions that undergo the most 

deforestation (Paoli, 2010). REDD+ must work on addressing 

the right issues in the specific targeted regions, especially 

considering the vast amount of information already available 

about these demographics. Some reason that it would be more 

efficient to allow individual states to have more power in the 

decision-making process for which areas become protected 

because they are more familiar with the land. 

In another article, a scientist explains that in order 

for biodiversity efforts to be successful they must have “time-

bound goals” (Panfil, 2015), i.e. have time restricted goals. In 

their findings they noted that REDD+ failed several times to 

note specific but crucial details, such as the frequency and 

depth of monitoring procedures. Additionally, REDD+’s 

efficiency can be compromised by bureaucratic tape and gray 

areas, where it takes a long time for policies to be ratified and 

implemented within the protected area. This inefficiency can 

be seen in the Cancun COP which began in 2010, yet in 2014 

many policies are still in a transitional phase.  

REDD+ has proven its ability to increase 

biodiversity and conservation, but that does not mean it has 

been as efficient as it could be. Its efficiency is slowed by 

vague policy implementation, inefficiently-designated 

protected land, and contradicting goals. With the amount of 

aid provided from sources other than the UN, however, it is 

predicted that biodiversity and conservation of the protected 

regions will increase. 

Poverty Alleviation and REDD+ Programs 

A common complaint waged against REDD+ 

policies is that they have a damaging impact on lower-income 

communities (Ribot & Larson, 2012). REDD+ takes a 

market-based approach, attempting to decrease the 

opportunity cost of forest preservation as it parallels the 

agricultural advancement that could happen if that was the 

primary use of the land, thereby incentivizing preservation as 

a means of living for land owners. The problem is that markets 

do not take into account the plight of the individual. Markets 

serve a specific purpose and compromise overall 

improvement in the interest of their cardinal goal. If the 

purpose of the market is environmentalism, that removes 

focus from other areas. The result is that REDD+ programs 

have been charged with hurting lower-income, indigenous 

communities in whose economic best interest it is to convert 

the land. 

We often see this process happen with the opposite 

outcome; one of the most common “externalities” - negative 

effects of profit-maximizing market economies - is climate 

change on account of poor production habits that are simply 

cheaper for producers to sustain. This “race to the bottom” as 

it is commonly known was largely the reason programs such 

as REDD+ needed implementation to begin with (Porter, 

1999). When markets favor economic development, the 

environment suffers. Inversely, though, markets formed to 

reduce carbon emissions, preserve forest cover, or both often 

come at the cost of communities’ wellbeing. 

The problem is exacerbated by the fact that the 

indigenous communities most likely to be suffering are also 

the demographic typically left out of official communications 

on the matter (Ribot & Larson, 2012). These programs claim 

“transparency” but are held to no such standard. They involve 

no explicit means of international mediation, so affected 

communities are forced to take their word at face value and 

trust that they will not be exploited, which is rarely the case. 

The suggested alternative is a more “rights-based approach”. 

This entails consent and understanding from indigenous or 

otherwise involved communities prior to the initiation of the 

program. Programs already in place would implement the 

approach retroactively. Ribot and Larson stress the 

importance of shifting “power dynamics” to allow a new 

sense of autonomy among those previously marginalized. 

It is worth noting that not all findings on REDD+ 

programs as they relate to poverty are bad. There was, at one 

point, a popular claim made alleging that the programs 

actually contributed to poverty alleviation. A 2015 study by 

Alix-Garcia, Sims, and Yañez-Pagans studied this claim and 

found that while it was not accurate, the specific initiative that 

they studied yielded no negative effects on impoverished 

communities either. In researching Mexico’s Payments for 

Ecosystem Services Program, they found that poverty 

alleviation and forest preservation had an inverse relationship 

- the advancement of one meant a decrease in the other – but 



 

 

Mexico had reached a point of equilibrium over the decade in 

which this program was in place. 

Forest preservation is reliant upon payments made to 

landowners when their respective plots of forest remain intact. 

Automatically, the poorest communities are disadvantaged 

because they do not have the luxury of land ownership and 

therefore cannot benefit from these programs. These people 

lose job opportunities that would hypothetically exist if that 

land was converted for agricultural use, but the landowners 

face no deficit so the program continues. Overall, fewer 

people are hurt than the number of those who benefit (Alix-

Garcia, Sims, & Yañez-Pagans, 2015), not to mention the 

global benefit to environmental protection. 

 

The Future of REDD+ 

 It is also critical to look at future threats to the 

REDD+ program and analyze the risks it is taking to 

determine its long-term sustainability. Michael Huettner’s 

article, “Risks and Opportunities of REDD Implementation 

for Environmental Integrity and Socio-Economic 

Compatibility” (2012), attempts to quantify the major threats 

to the program in terms of its environmental and 

socioeconomic potential. Huettner looks at nine different risk 

factors by surveying REDD+ experts and asking them to rate 

the potential of each risk from 1-10, 10 being the highest, so 

he can measure the risk perception factor (RPF) of each risk. 

He uses this method to conclude that the most substantial 

threat that could prevent REDD+ from achieving its goals by 

a fair margin is “ineffective national REDD+ finance 

distribution due to governance challenges” with a RPF value 

of 6.17. This is largely due to the political instability in many 

of the nations in the tropics that have the most carbon stocks 

stored in tropical forests and are therefore the focus of 

REDD+. Huttner also cites the risks of “continuation of illegal 

logging practices in REDD+ areas due to insufficient law 

enforcement” (RPF 5.44) and “land conflicts & poverty 

retention due to insufficient involvement of forest-dependent 

peoples” (RPF 5.34) as significant risk factors that the 

REDD+ will continue to face and need to overcome or adapt 

to in order to succeed. 

 Another study addressing the feasibility of REDD+ 

into the future, “Creating an appropriate tenure foundation for 

REDD+: The record to date and prospects for the future” 

(2018) by William D. Sunderlin et al., was conducted over 

five years to study the effects of REDD+ tenure due to the 

challenges and conflicts posed by its ambiguity. By gathering 

field data from communities affected by the tenure, the study 

was able to make suggestions for future action based on 

current data. The data collected largely demonstrated that 

there was not a significant positive or negative effect on 

tenure insecurity from REDD+ among local communities. 

Therefore, the study concludes that improvements are 

necessary to have a concrete, positive impact on local 

communities. The authors suggest that for REDD+ to succeed 

there must be increased engagement from local communities 

as well as “improved reward systems, tenure policy reform, 

integration of national and local efforts, and ‘business-as-

usual’ interests.”  

A study conducted in Indonesia, “How to design 

more effective REDD+ projects – The importance of targeted 

approach in Indonesia” (2018) by Ari Rakatama et al., also 

utilizes data to help determine the most effective path for 

REDD+ to take moving forward. The authors argue that they 

conducted their study due to the fact that REDD+ funding is 

limited and therefore programs must be targeted towards their 

specific area. To determine the best way to conduct a targeted 

approach, Rakatama et al. looked at forest management 

regimes in a given area. The study found that the 

receptiveness to REDD+ was significantly affected by the 

type of forest regime, with households in community and 

government forest management being the most receptive. 

This information could be used to help adapt REDD+ to better 

suit particular areas on a more individual basis, which should 

increase its efficacy. 

 

Methodology 

 

The aim of our research question is to address the 

efficacy of the different primary aspects of REDD+: carbon 

storage, biodiversity conservation, and poverty alleviation. 

Organizing our studies by these categories will allow us to 

focus on the progress of each and find areas of improvement. 

When looking at the future of the REDD+ as a 

whole, we found it is important to lean towards a qualitative 

assessment. This is due to the short duration of the program 

which leaves us unable to quantify and predict its effects on a 

large scale into the future. Therefore, we will look at expert 

predictions combined with opinions based on facts and 

experience. We will examine opinions from the Center for 

International Forestry Research (CIFOR) and the conclusions 

of various research papers that have suggestions and 

predictions informed by data about the future of REDD+. 

 

Results and Findings 

 

Carbon Emissions and Accountability  

 

One of the focal points of REDD+ is carbon 

sequestration. Since the strategies differ from country to 

country, so does the method of measuring each nation’s 

relative success. Deforestation and forest degradation are a 

huge contributor to carbon emissions; approximately “12-

20% of anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 

annually” (Paoli, Wells, et al.). The initiatives of the program 

could account for almost 30% of the climate solution, 

according to the UN-REDD website. Many aspects of the 

program also include education and improved environmental 

practices in each country. In Indonesia, REDD has helped aid 

the country in decreasing forest fires on peatland through 

educational campaigns. In Vietnam, the program has taught 

local farmers living near the forests how to sustainably farm 

and use resources more effectively. Consequently, while 

offsetting carbon emissions has been a benefit and goal of 

REDD, many of the programs being implemented have not 

centered around measuring carbon emission changes but 

instead on helping countries learn to value and maintain their 

ecosystems. While the REDD+ program has released data 



 

 

reported by different countries concerning carbon, it is 

unclear whether the changes in carbon directly correlate to the 

REDD program.  

Funding is meant to incentivize countries to take 

better care of their forests. Part of the program allows 

countries to use carbon trading (where developed countries 

can transfer “carbon credits” to developing countries). There 

are also international organizations dedicated to setting up 

rewards systems for sustainable practices. The International 

Institute for Environment and Development points out the key 

issues in dealing with carbon emissions reductions through 

the program:  

 

To deliver real reductions in carbon dioxide 

emissions, REDD must satisfy the following 

conditions: Additionality: Proof that any reduction 

in emissions from a REDD project is genuinely 

additional to reductions that would occur if that 

project were not in place. No leakage: Leakage is a 

reduction in carbon emissions in one area that 

results in increased emissions in another. A classic 

example is where curbing clearfelling in one region 

of forest drives farmers to clearfell in another. 

Permanence: The long-term viability of reduced 

emissions from a REDD project. This is heavily 

dependent on the forested area’s vulnerability to 

deforestation and/or degradation. (International 

Institute for Sustainable Development) 

 

These key conditions display the main issues in measuring 

regulations with concern to carbon. Countries cannot 

precisely measure how much carbon is not being emitted due 

to forest preservations. However, REDD has made progress 

within carbon markets. A partnership between Indonesia and 

Norway has displayed the benefits of monetary incentives to 

lower emissions through the program. Norway agreed to 

support Indonesia’s efforts with one billion US dollars in a 

“payment-for-results basis” (International Institute for 

Sustainable Development). Indonesia is expected to reduce its 

CO2 emissions by 4.8 million tons. The World Bank has also 

created deals with Mozambique and Democratic Republic of 

Congo, which is aimed at “reducing slash-and-burn 

agricultural practices that cause deforestation and carbon 

emissions” (International Institute for Sustainable 

Development). The millions of dollars in funds that the 

nations have the opportunity to receive will come from the 

Carbon Fund and Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, which 

also partners with the REDD program. The Carbon Fund is a 

program built into the REDD programs; it is meant for certain 

countries that are actively participating and can receive 

money based on results (The Carbon Fund).  

While some countries have successfully 

implemented carbon reductions based on REDD+ protocol, 

there are many opponents to the program’s strategies. One of 

the main issues highlighted is the lack of permanence in 

REDD’s solutions. Temporarily maintaining forests does not 

lend a lasting solution to carbon emissions problems, and can 

divert resources towards a carbon market that could be 

deemed risky for all involved (Friends of the Earth). Another 

article states that “…it is a challenging endeavor to measure 

carbon emissions in an accurate and transparent manner, with 

many measurements tens of thousands of tons of CO2 off the 

mark” (Resilience). A Dartmouth study found that the 

calculation of offsets is “highly sensitive to choice of baseline 

methods and data availability...raising the potential for 

fraudulent “hot air” resulting from corruption” (Dartmouth 

College). Additionally, the report found that REDD is using 

tactics that caused the carbon emissions problems in the first 

place. The program does not seek to change consumer habits, 

but instead focuses on shifting blame to other sources 

(Dartmouth College).  

Since the program is continuing to be developed at 

local, state, and national levels, it will take time to develop 

more in-depth results and tactics for each country. Countries 

can partake in REDD programs in ways specific to each 

nation, and with that comes the creation of different 

monitoring and governing practices. Since standardizing 

REDD programs will not work due to the varying conditions 

of each location, it will take time to figure out how to 

effectively stem carbon emissions with improved 

environmental sustainability practices.  

 

Biodiversity and Conservation 

 

Biodiversity and conservation are two of the 

components that REDD+ strives to comply with. This is due 

to its direct relationship with the amount of habitable land 

(Johnson, 2018). Each REDD+ project has its own differing 

biodiversity and conservation goals, which makes it hard to 

quantitatively compare the projects. 

There are two types of projects: Afforestation/ 

restoration and reduced emissions. Part of the biodiversity 

process is planting different flora. 48% of the sites only plant 

native species and the average range of flora planted was 18 

different species (Panfil, 2015).  46 out of the 47 afforestation 

and restoration projects projected to note how many trees or 

the area of trees planted. Reduced emissions projects focused 

mainly on the amount of “intact forest,” with 29 out of 33 

projects focusing their efforts of this (Panfil, 2019). All 80 

projects, including A/R and RE, failed to mention the 

sampling design, methodology, and manner of analysis. The 

A/R projects did not have a general consensus on importance 

of biodiversity goals, planned interventions, and monitoring; 

meanwhile RE projects had stronger correlations between the 

respective aspects. 

Each country is evaluated differently compared to 

the REDD+ system. The country’s gross or net carbon 

emissions are compared to the projected levels from the 

country’s forest reference level (FRL). The FRL is calculated 

by analyzing previous rates of forest change as well as 

greenhouse emissions (Johnson, 2018). The case studies in 

Cambodia and Laos both predict a decrease in natural 

habitats. Specifically, natural forest area in Laos is expected 

to decrease by 1.4% (310,050 hectares) between 2015 and 

2020, and natural forest area in Cambodia is expected to 

decrease by 289,751 ha./year (Johnson, 2018). 

In 2015 the region East of Wallace’s Line in 

Sulawesi and Papua have the lowest rates of biodiversity and 



 

 

most of the threatened species were found in Java, Sulawesi, 

and Papua (Murray, 2015). There was also no evidence of a 

strong relationship between carbon density and biodiversity 

(Murray, 2015). Meanwhile, in Indonesia the majority of 

protected land is carbon rich, and the lowland swamps are 

ignored. Additionally, future deforestation appears to be more 

in the interest of NGOs and governmental organizations than 

REDD+. Thus, there is a discrepancy because the most 

biodiversity is found in forests with lower amounts of carbon. 

Eventually, this will necessitate a cost-benefit analysis of 

regions between protecting areas that harvest biodiversity or 

carbon.  

Meanwhile, there is a direct correlation between 

forest size and biodiversity (Johnson, 2018). The biggest 

indicator so far of biodiversity is the size of the forest. In order 

for REDD+ to effectively fulfill its purpose there will have to 

be greater conservation of land, no matter the amount of 

carbon stored in the region. Greater protection is necessary 

due to consistent dwindling in size of the land, ultimately 

leading to a decrease in biodiversity. Even with the current 

rise of deforestation, however, it is expected that biodiversity 

and conservation of the protected regions will increase 

because of aid from sources other than the UN. 

 

Poverty Alleviation 

 

In addition to the primary environmental goals of 

sustained biodiversity and carbon reduction, REDD+ has 

indirect focuses called “sustainable development goals”. One 

of the SDGs that gets the most attention and has sparked the 

most controversy is that of poverty alleviation. For many poor 

communities, the majority of whom are indigenous to the 

areas of concern in REDD+, forest economies are their 

primary source of income. As of 2011, 2% of Africa’s 

continental GDP hailed entirely from the forestry sector. 

Many countries’ individual GDPs were even more heavily 

reliant upon environmental practices, the highest of which 

was Liberia’s 17.7% of their total national GDP (FAO, 2011). 

Additionally, nearly a fifth of the world’s population is reliant 

upon the forestry sector for some component of their income 

or occupation (UNEP, 2011). However, this line of work is 

directly threatened by climate change. 

REDD+ has expressed their desire to establish 

“green economy” practices (Watson, Brickell, & McFarland, 

2013). The concept was first introduced in 1987, 

encompassing the principle of economic development to the 

extent that it does not intrinsically disadvantage anyone as a 

result, including future generations. Not only would a “green 

economy” preserve the state of economic sustenance the 

forests provide poor and/or indigenous communities, but it is 

also projected to majorly advance the state of the forestry 

sector, providing 10-16 million jobs for an investment of 

US$36 billion (Nair & Rutt, 2009). While the investment is 

large, the payback in human capital far exceeds what must be 

presented upfront. The problem is that the jobs will be created 

mostly in developing countries that would not be able to 

finance their required investment. REDD+ would essentially 

have to solicit a $36 billion donation from wealthier countries 

who will see very little immediate direct return. 

This request seems even more absurd when 

compounded with the fact that it is almost certainly those 

same countries whose non-green economies are the cause of 

the climate change REDD+ is attempting to combat. The 

Union of Concerned Scientists reported that China and the 

United States alone made up over 40% of global carbon 

emissions in 2015. China declared “war on pollution” in 2014 

and has since cut emissions by an average of 32% across the 

country (Greenstone, 2018), whereas the United States’ 

greenhouse gas emissions increased by 3.4% in 2018 (Irfan, 

2019). One of the main reasons that the Paris Climate Change 

Agreement is stalling is because no individual country wants 

to bear the cost of the initiative, making it difficult to secure 

investments in the forestry sector (Ewing, 2019).  

That being said, investment in preservation begets 

natural benefits in terms of poverty alleviation without 

requiring distinct donation to job development. A 2015 study 

by Alix-Garcia, Sims, and Yañez-Pagans of a REDD+ 

program in place in Mexico through the early 2000s found 

that focus on poverty alleviation detracted from forest 

preservation and vice versa. In other words, poverty 

alleviation and forest preservation are inversely related. This 

Mexican program paid landowners the equivalent of their 

opportunity cost to not transitioning their forest land for 

agricultural pursuits. When specifically targeting the lower-

income demographics, the poverty index increased from a 

natural state of 0.294 following the original experiment to 

1.080, but forest preservation dropped from 0.216 to a mere 

0.005, negating the purpose of the program. However, 

maximization of forest preservation (0.442) made poverty 

alleviation plummet to 0.160. The best case scenario occurred 

when both low-income communities and the high risk of 

deforestation were prioritized with equal weight; in this 

scenario, poverty alleviation rose to 0.712 and forest 

preservation to 0.245. 

In sum, poverty alleviation and REDD+ 

programming are able to exist in conjunction. Poverty 

alleviation happens as a natural byproduct of forest 

preservation, but depreciates when more attention is exerted 

to that end. The most predictable course of action over the 

next five years is a continuation of this natural progression. 

Much of the specifics depend upon the decisions made in 

individual initiatives. 

 

The Future of REDD+  

 

 In order to analyze the impact REDD+ is expected 

to have in the future, primarily qualitative information was 

gathered from a variety of sources. Many of these opinions 

and predictions are founded in quantitative information, but it 

is not sufficient to make solely quantitative future predictions. 

These include the Center for International Forestry Research 

(CIFOR) and a various studies conducted about the REDD+ 

program.  

 It was difficult for many researchers and experts on 

the program to come to a consensus on the impact REDD+ 

will have on climate change due to carbon emissions or 

biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation. Louis 

Verchot’s (research director in CIFOR) assessment of the 



 

 

program is that it has much room to improve, and that REDD+ 

is not a simple fix for climate change but instead a small piece 

of the puzzle. This seems to be a common sentiment of those 

working with the REDD+ program (CIFOR). Earth 

Innovation Institute executive director Dan Nepstad insists 

that the program will become more of a “bottom-up” 

approach (i.e. more targeted towards the specific region in 

which it is being implemented) which is emphasized in many 

of the research studies about the future of REDD+ as well.  

In addition to expert forecasts about the program, 

there is also data to support new plans of action for REDD+. 

For example, the study conducted by Ari Rakatama et al. 

found that the type of forest management regime can affect 

the receptiveness of a community to a program which in turn 

will impact its efficacy. Based on data from various REDD+ 

sites in Indonesia, the study determined that the best suited 

regime is a combined community and government forest 

management regime. A study conducted by Jacob Phelps et 

al. also looks at the prospective financial risks REDD+ could 

face in its efforts to conserve biodiversity. The researchers 

argue that REDD+ is too dependent on donors to maintain 

long-term financial feasibility and should diversify its 

contributions (Phelps study). Another study by Leo Peskett 

addresses the alleviation of poverty into the future. They 

argue that upfront financing all parties involved is essential in 

maintaining equity in the program. They also recommend that 

the effectiveness of micro-financing is explored to see if it 

could benefit the program. If these studies backed by data are 

taken into account alongside expert opinions, the future of 

REDD+ could be very bright. However, it is important to 

recognize the challenges it will face into the future. Based 

upon a study of expert opinions, Michael Huettner found that 

the REDD+ program faces threats from “ineffective national 

REDD+ finance distribution due to governance challenges” 

and the “continuation of illegal logging practices in REDD+ 

areas due to insufficient law enforcement”, among other 

lesser threats. Neither of these two threats surpassed a 5.5/10 

rating as a threat from experts, with 10 being the highest 

threat. It is also difficult to determine how effectively REDD+ 

is reducing carbon emissions, as many nations do not have the 

capacity to implement a monitoring project sufficient to meet 

the standards of the international panel on climate change 

(IPCC). 

Discussion 
 

REDD+ is just over a decade old, and many results 

from its initiatives are just now being documented and 

published. Additionally, the technology to gauge the 

effectiveness of this programming is still in development, 

most of the major breakthroughs having happened over the 

course of 2018. As a result, it is difficult to quantify the effect 

the programming has had or will continue to have. 

 To further complicate the issue, each bit of 

programming exists in a slightly differed format tailored to 

the condition of region deforestation it aims to combat. This 

negates the virtue of direct comparison because all variables 

are not held equal. There has been no widespread regulatory 

or quality controlling study. Therefore, data representing each 

of the categories delineated in this paper is drawn from 

different respective sources. No conclusions can be 

holistically drawn beyond the general consensus that REDD+ 

initiatives are valuable to the extent that the UN has decided 

to continue them. They exist on the frontier of climate change 

mitigation and will certainly persist over the next five years. 

The projections in each case is positive, making it a 

worthwhile endeavor. Unfortunately, there is no clear way to 

decipher exactly how much forest preservation, biodiversity, 

carbon emission reductions, or poverty alleviation will come 

from those efforts. 

 

Limitations 

 

One of the most pertinent limitations on our study 

was time. The REDD+ program has been adopted in countries 

worldwide. An in-depth analysis would allow us to look into 

the program in each of these countries and compare different 

variables. Additionally, to fully understand the financial and 

structural working of REDD+ would require more time.  

 Another limitation is that the impact of REDD+ 

programs are yet to be seen in many locations. As the project 

develops, it continues to change and develop. REDD+ is 

relatively new, and an international organization dedicated to 

reducing carbon emissions will take time to fully establish. 

Furthermore, there are more countries are joining, and the 

scientific data to support the effects that REDD programs 

have in these states is not yet available.  

 Finally, the issues concerning how to measure 

carbon sequestration and the inability to measure the scope of 

the impact REDD is having (on biodiversity, poverty 

alleviation, etc.) makes it difficult to fully analyze. For 

example, the methodology of the projects were not explained 

well, and again not consistent among research studies on 

biodiversity and conservation. Exact details on the enduring 

effects of the program would have made our research 

increasingly comprehensive. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Over the course of this study, we analyzed the 

various facets of REDD+: carbon emissions, poverty 

alleviation, and biodiversity conservation, as well as what the 

future holds for the program. Our results and findings suggest 

that an overall conclusion about the efficacy of REDD+ is not 

possible, as REDD+’s performance largely depends on 

individual cases. In fact, REDD+ appears to be most effective 

when it is tailored to a specific region’s needs. It is hard to 

predict what will happen to a project such as REDD+ in the 

future due to the numerous factors that must be taken into 

account. However, our data suggests that there are concrete 

steps that the REDD+ program can implement to greatly 

improve its chances of achieving its goals. In terms of poverty 

alleviation, it can tailor projects to specific regions and work 

to encourage forest management regimes that are for local 

communities, such as combined community and government 

forest management. Furthermore, as the ability to measure 

carbon sequestration becomes more widespread, there is more 

potential to measure how much REDD+ is achieving its goal 

of reducing carbon emissions. In terms of biodiversity 



 

 

conservation, the amount of forested land has been decreasing 

with REDD+, but at a slower rate. If REDD+ wants to be 

successful in all these areas, it must focus on ending 

deforestation in protected areas while simultaneously 

promoting economic benefits to local communities. 
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U.S. Involvement in the Northern Triangle and its Effects on Immigration 
 
Scarlett Aylsworth, Emma Smith, Francesca Duong, and Molly Garyantes 

  

The purpose of this paper is to investigate how US involvement in transnational violence and gang violence affect 

immigration waves to the United States from El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. Specifically, we examine the 

effects of the Central American Regional Security Initiative (CARSI) and the Alliance for Prosperity Plan. To do so, 

we compared the immigration and homicide rates in each of the three countries during the time periods in which the 

legislation was enacted. The data suggests that both legislative acts were relatively successful in achieving their goal 

of reducing criminal violence. An overall decreasing trend was noted for the years of 2009-2012 and 2016-2018. Yet, 

the CARSI and Alliance for Prosperity Plan had a relatively small effect on immigration. This is a result of their 

primary purpose of decreasing the crime rates in the Northern Triangle.  

 

Introduction 
 

Contrary to popular American belief, most immigrants 

currently coming to the United States from Mexico’s 

southern border are not of Mexican descent. A larger 

majority, in reality, originate from the Central 

American Northern Triangle, which consists of El 

Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. These three 

countries are connected by their economic integration 

(i.e. the same trade agreements). Transnational 

violence in these three countries is forcing many to 

leave, allegedly fearing for their lives.  This 

transnational violence is often attributed to the 

countries’ locations between some of the world’s 

largest drug producers in South America and the 

world’s largest consumer of illegal drugs, the United 

States.  However, with U.S. President Donald Trump 

deciding to pull all funding from the three countries 

just before April 1st, 2019, it is unclear how U.S. 

involvement in transnational violence and gang 

violence affects resulting immigration waves to the 

United States.   

 

Literature Review 
 

Scholars in this field of research tend to focus 

on thematic trends found in the Northern Triangle: 

historical context of U.S. intervention in Latin 

America and how that has impacted violence to the 

region; quantitative analyses of migration patterns; 

descriptive analyses of gang violence and 

transnational terrorist groups; and U.S. action toward 

stemming violence in the Northern Triangle and 

whether or not it has been effective. These themes, 

while connected in our central question of research, 

stand rather separate and distinct in current literature. 

Thus, we seek to understand and interlace all of these 

themes in order to analyze U.S. policies in relation to 

immigration patterns (as opposed to discussing and 

describing these as separate phenomena or failing to 

talk about their relationship).  

 

I: Historical Context of U.S. Intervention in Latin 

America  

When examining background information 

pertaining to past immigration policies implemented 

by the United States, it becomes clear that most 

policies have failed to combat the growing waves of 

immigration coming to the United States from the 

Northern Triangle. Both Massey and Pren (2012) as 

well as Rosenblum and Brick (2011) call attention to 

the moderate success of the Bracero Program, which 

created a circular flow of migration through the 

granting of work visas to seasonal workers. However, 

the Bracero Program came to an end in 1965 and since 

then, the United States has enforced a variety of much 

stricter immigration policies with little to no effect on 

current immigration.  

Massey and Pren (2012) delve further into the 

negative connotation created by politicians 

surrounding immigration, particularly emphasized in 

Northern Triangle Countries. In referring to 

immigration as a “crisis” that the United States needs 

to avoid or as a “wave” that will overtake the United 

States and its vulnerable citizens, politicians seek to 

gain support from potential voters based on their own 

implicit and explicit biases. The usage of immigration 

as a platform for political campaigning has had 

detrimental effects on the increasing concern over the 

southern border of the United States; this, in turn, 

makes it difficult for policymakers to create unbiased 

and effective immigration policies that parallel the 

success of the Bracero Program.  

However, with this said, both groups of 

scholars have been primarily focused on how the 

United States has historically prevented illegal 

immigrants from crossing the border. This represents 

a different perspective than emphasizing what the 

United States has done in order to solve pertinent 

domestic problems in the Northern Triangle, which 

then force people to seek safety elsewhere.  

 

 

 



 

 

II: Gang Violence and Transnational Violence  

Another large portion of the research 

previously conducted on the Northern Triangle pertain 

to the presence of transnational violence and domestic 

violence (i.e. gang violence) in this area.  This 

information provides both background and important 

theoretical frameworks.  It also reveals that the 

question of how U.S. involvement in transnational 

violence and domestic violence affect later 

immigration waves to the U.S. has not previously been 

addressed. 

Published in Ethics and International Affairs, 

Cecilia Medrano (2017) gives a background on the 

Central American problem, where it is labeled of the 

most dangerous places in the world. The violence 

remains constant, but over time, there have been 

changes in the actors—the origins of conflict have 

shifted from state-based violence to criminals and 

gangs. It examines several countries including El 

Salvador and Mexico and gives a broad overview of 

the problems in the Northern Triangle. Medrano ends 

by examining cases to assist the issue through human 

rights instead of political means. One of the more 

substantial events was the redefinition of the word 

“refugee” and the incorporation of that word into 

UNHCR Guidance Note on Refugee Claims Relating 

to Victims of Organized Gangs and the United Nations 

Convention against Transnational Organized Crime.  

This article gives important background on the 

Northern Triangle conflict and showcases the cyclical 

nature of emigration out of the area which plays into 

our question of how U.S. intervention affects later 

immigration to the U.S. 

Published in Prism: a Journal of the Center 

for Complex Operations, Farah (2013) goes into 

considerable detail about the declining power and 

legitimacy of national governments in the Northern 

Triangle, a result of the simultaneous rise of 

transnational organized crime groups (TOC).  

Following a historical analysis of the rise of TOC, 

Farah discusses the changing political nature of the 

Northern Triangle, where rule of law has been 

replaced by transactional relationships based on the 

flow of goods and services (a product of 

globalization). This article provides compelling 

contextual evidence and a lens through which to 

analyze the United States’ failures to deter conflict in 

the Northern Triangle. While the United States has 

primarily interacted with national governments, the 

shifting power dynamic to TOC’s (which Mexican 

drug cartels dominate) may perhaps be useful in 

understanding why such attempts have failed. This 

prompts us to do further research into the emerging 

role of TOC’s and how the United States should 

perhaps look into combatting their increasing stature 

in the region.  This article does explain how and why 

the U.S. has previously failed to deter conflict in the 

Northern Triangle; however, it points to the following 

question of how U.S. involvement affects later 

immigration waves from the area to the U.S. 

These previous two articles pose and answer 

the question of whether the U.S. has made any 

attempts to curb transnational organized crime in the 

Northern Triangle (it has) and whether it has been 

successful (it has not).  They provide evidence of a 

potential reason why the U.S. is not targeting the 

correct culprit.  A single national government cannot 

stem the international stature of transnational 

organized crime groups (TOCs) and if it wants to, the 

U.S. may need to direct its efforts toward deterring 

TOCs.  If the U.S. only provides aid to specific 

national governments and migration rates continue to 

rise, this may be a potential reason for the U.S.’ failure.   

To narrow our scope of violence in the 

Northern Triangle, we looked towards gang violence 

due to its prominence in the area. To effectively 

analyze and understand the situations, a basic 

understanding of gang violence in Latin America must 

be built. Schuberth (2016) highlights the background 

of the functionality of gangs and gang interaction. The 

paper analyzes the interactive strategies gangs employ 

and recommends methods to handle criminal gangs. It 

also touches on the social and economic factors related 

to the proliferation of gangs.  

Furthering this discussion, Glebbeek and 

Koonings (2016) give background on the influence of 

social and economic factors in slums. It is noted that 

the most prominent gangs are founded by deported 

immigrants from Los Angeles. Because they grew up 

in dangerous parts of Los Angeles, they mimicked 

gang culture when they arrive to their homeland. The 

research demonstrates that there is a greater divide 

between social classes as citizens are becoming 

“walled-in” to protect themselves from dangerous 

conditions. Yet, due to the instability of government 

and government police, the situation results in a 

paradox; much crime is still occurring within these 

gated cities, and violent vigilante groups are growing.  

Carlson and Gallagher (2015) delves into the 

United States’ connection with gang violence in the 

Northern Triangle in relation to children. Like the 

aforementioned paper, Carlson and Gallagher give a 

brief overview of the situation. In addition, it 

illustrates the need for the United States to further 

improve the protection of unaccompanied deported 

children by using the Special Immigrant Juvenile 

Status and gang-related asylum case law. This article, 

in a sense, introduces or provides a different angle to 

the immigration debate that we are questioning: while 

it describes how the United States can work to better 

its procedures in relation to gang violence, we seek to 

understand how the United States’ actions of 



 

 

humanitarian aid fail in curbing gang violence in the 

first place. This paper delves deeper into the issue and 

provides recommendations on how to prevent 

deportation of minors, hinting at the detrimental 

effects of deportation to said children. 

 

III: Migration Patterns  

Differing from a qualitative discussion of 

violence patterns that have emerged in the Northern 

Triangle, Del Carmen and Sousa (2018) quantify the 

migration out of the Northern Triangle since 1990 

using data on the percentage of migrants currently 

residing in the United States. Pertinent findings 

suggest that the cost of migration is high in terms of 

lost human capital; this infers that migration has had 

significant negative economic implications on 

countries within the Northern Triangle. It does not 

make reference to how U.S. policies shape and 

influence migrant movement.  

 

IV: U.S. Policies in the Northern Triangle  

Perhaps the most applicable and practical 

trend found in current research is the analysis of 

current and previous policies in the Northern Triangle. 

Abt and Winship (2016) evaluate the results of a meta-

review and field study conducted by the United States 

Agency for International Development. In particular, 

they found a spectrum of effectiveness of U.S. policies 

in reducing community violence: while cognitive 

behavioral therapy and focused deterrence contributed 

to the greatest reduction in community violence and 

scared straight and gun buyback programs exhibited 

negligible effects, most programs had weak to 

moderate effects on violence in the region. Also 

pertinent were the six elements of effectiveness that 

characterized the most successful interventions: 

maintaining specific attention to those most at risk for 

violence; proactive efforts to mediate the potential for 

violence; increasing the legitimacy of strategies and 

institutions; meticulous attention to program 

implementation and fidelity; a well-defined and 

understood theory of change; and partnership with 

critical stakeholders. From this analysis, it can be 

affirmed that focused deterrence and cognitive 

behavioral therapy require greater implementation. 

From Abt and Winship’s (2016), it will be useful to 

compare whether or not successful cases of deterrence 

and cognitive behavioral therapy decrease the rate of 

migrant caravans. 

More specifically, Garcia (2016) criticizes 

the United States’ Alliance for Prosperity Plan, using 

analysis from individuals on both sides of the debate 

to inform her argument. While intentions may be in the 

right place, she cites several reasons for its failure: the 

vast majority of funds are granted to sectors that are 

likely to have an overall detrimental downward trend 

(despite short-term improvement); the initiative to 

bring in foreign investors may be a new self-interested 

attempt to provide access to U.S. manufacturers in 

order to exploit local natural and labor resources; and 

an excessive amount of funds are allocated to the 

Central American Regional Security Initiative 

(CARSI) which, in the past, has provoked historic 

increases in violence in Northern Triangle countries 

through the militarization of the fight against 

organized crime and drugs. Using Abt and Winship’s 

(2016) six elements of effectiveness, the Alliance for 

Prosperity Plan fails to provide specific attention to 

those most at risk and seems to be a continuation of 

previous policies, instead of providing a new theory 

for change. Garcia fails, however, to provide 

complementary migration statistics at the time the 

Alliance for Prosperity Plan was engaged.  

The four trends in the research discussed are 

all interdependent to the current crisis in the Northern 

Triangle. However, said trends exist separately from 

one another and fail to contextualize the relationship 

between U.S. policies and resulting immigration 

patterns. Thus, this is a major gap in the research: 

while it is important to analyze the violence taking 

place in the Northern Triangle in and of itself and to 

provide distinct quantitative investigations of 

migration patterns, the two should be talked about in 

tandem. In describing both in detail, scholars of 

different fields and expertise provide important 

information, yet seemingly forget that a correlation (if 

one exists) should be noted and discussed.  

 

Methodology 
 

In order to assess how United States’ 

initiatives to curb violence in the Northern Triangle 

have influenced immigration rates, two primary 

variables should be discussed. The independent 

variable of our research is U.S. initiatives: in order to 

specify this, we have opted for the comparison of two 

initiatives, namely the Central American Regional 

Security Initiative adopted in 2008 and the Alliance 

for Prosperity Plan adopted in 2016. While both 

initiatives target more than just violence and are rather 

broad in social and economic scope, they likewise 

dedicate themselves to reduce criminal violence:  

 

Central American Security Initiative 

(CARSI): According to the U.S. Department 

of State (2017), CARSI was established as an 

attempt to curve the rapidly deteriorating 

security within Central America. In effect 

from 2009 to 2012, CARSI sought to assist 

law enforcement, build the justice system of 

Central American countries, and advance 



 

 

gang prevention through social programming 

for at-risk youth. CARSI can be characterized 

by its 5 main goals: creating safe streets, 

disrupting the movement of criminals and 

contraband, supporting Central American 

governments, re-establishing effective state 

presence, and fostering cooperation on both a 

global and international scale. Although the 

implementation of the program appears to 

remain constant throughout the year which it 

was in effect, the effectiveness of the 

program has been less than originally hoped. 

This is possibly due to the fact that only $642 

million out of the original $1 billion 

appropriated by the U.S. government was 

actually allocated to the program. However, 

a comprehensive study about the 

effectiveness of the program has yet to be 

conducted. 

  

Alliance for Prosperity Plan: According to 

the Center for Immigration Studies (2017), 

the Alliance for Prosperity Plan works to 

strengthen programs to prevent violence at 

the local level in the Northern Triangle, 

including making schools safe and the 

creating counseling centers for at-risk youths. 

The plan also seeks to modernize the justice 

system by strengthening criminal 

investigation and penal action and improving 

the prison system. First introduced by 

Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, and 

then partially subsidized with funds from 

U.S. foreign assistance for the region. The 

U.S. Congress allocated $750 million in the 

2016 Fiscal Year budget to this plan. The 

amount was the reduced to $655 million in 

the 2017 Fiscal Year and $460 million in the 

2018 Fiscal Year. Implementation of the 

program appears to remain fairly consistent 

throughout its application. Due to the recency 

of the implementation of the program, no 

credible studies have been conducted relative 

to its success in reducing security threats in 

the Northern Triangle. 

 

The dependent variable is migration rates of 

citizens from the Northern Triangle to the United 

States, which can be quantified by the percentage of 

people leaving the country and seeking asylum in the 

United States. For the first initiative, we choose to 

focus on the years 2009-2012; in 2014, there was a 

particular surge in unaccompanied children and 

women from the Northern Triangle that certainly 

inflated migration rates and could possibly skew 

results from that time period if it were to be included. 

Similarly, 2009-2012 is comparable to the two-year 

time frame of 2016-2018 for the Alliance for 

Prosperity Plan (since it was recently initiated).  

 

In order to determine our results, three 

comparisons are needed. First, we will note the 

relationship between the level of incoming migration 

to the United States and the initiative that was installed 

at that particular point in time. For instance, we will 

compare how migration rates have increased, 

decreased, or changed in the period 2009-2012 based 

on the Central American Regional Security Initiative. 

A similar process will be done for the Alliance for 

Prosperity Plan from 2016-2018. We will also 

compare the reduction (or lack thereof) of crime in 

these respective years based on these plan’s objectives 

and see if a correlation exists. Finally, a comparison 

between the two initiatives will culminate our 

findings.    

 

Results and Findings 
 

Central America Regional Security Initiative 

(CARSI): 2009-2012 

 

Crime 

El Salvador and Guatemala experienced an overall 

decreasing trend in their homicide rates. As shown in 

Figures 1.0 and 2.0, the homicide rate by year per 

100,000 in El Salvador remained relatively constant 

from 2009-2011 (with a minor dip in 2011). However, 

it did experience a large decrease in 2012. Guatemala 

experienced a steadily decreasing rate of homicide in 

this time interval. Differing from this, Honduras 

exhibited the opposite: it shows a steady increase in 

homicide rates from 2009-2011 and only a very minor 

decrease between 2011 and 2012. Figure 2.0 shows the 

opposite trend between El Salvador and Guatemala 

with Honduras.  

 

Immigration 

Immigration rates from both El Salvador and 

Guatemala to the United States increased at fairly 

constant rates from 2009-2012. The years did not 

experience any sudden or shocking increases. Figure 

3.0 exhibits the largest jumps in migration rates 

between 2009-2010 when CARSI first started. As 

shown in Figure 4.0, Honduras differs in that its 

migration rates fluctuated from 2009-2012, without a 

notable change in trend. Overall, migration from the 

Northern Triangle to the U.S. increased between 2009 

and 2012 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Alliance for Prosperity Plan: 2016-2018 

 

Crime 

Summary: As shown in Figures 5.0 and 6.0, it can be 

seen that crimes are gradually decreasing in total. The 

biggest jump in this decrease was from 2016-2017, the 

first year in which the Alliance for Prosperity Plan was 

initiated. El Salvador, ultimately, has the greatest 

reduction in murder rate.  

 

 

Immigration 

Although information is not currently available for 

2018, migration from Guatemala, El Salvador and 

Honduras experienced increases in migration rates 

(see Figures 7.0 and 8.0). In total, between the two 

years, migration from the Northern Triangle increased.

Figure 1.0: Crime Rates in the Northern Triangle 

Homicides by Year (per 100,000 people) 2009 2010 2011 2012 

El Salvador 71.4 64.7 70.6 41.7 

Guatemala 45.4 40.7 38.0 33.8 

Honduras 65.7 76.1 85.1 84.3 

Total 182.5 181.5 193.7 159.8 

Source: Intentional homicides (per 100,000 people). (n.d.). Retrieved from 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5?end=2012&locations=GT&start=2009 

  

Figure 2.0:  

 

 



 

 

Figure 3.0:  

Immigration Rates to the US: 

Immigration Rates by Year 2009 2010 2011 2012 

El Salvador 1,149,895 1,214,049 1,264,743 1,271,859 

Guatemala 798,682 830,824 850,882 858,530 

Honduras 467,943 522,581 490,636 521,682 

Total 2,416,520 2,567,454 2,606,261 2,652,071 

Source: Countries of Birth for U.S. Immigrants, 1960-Present. (2019, January 16). Retrieved from 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/immigrants-countries-birth-over-time 

  

Figure 4.0:  

 
Figure 5.0: Crime Rates in the Northern Triangle  

Homicides by Year (per 100,000 people) 2016 2017 2018 

El Salvador 80.97 60.07 51.0 

Guatemala 27.3 26.1 22.4 

Honduras 59.0 42.8 40.0 

Total 167.27 128.97 113.4 

Source: Intentional homicides (per 100,000 people). (n.d.). Retrieved from 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5?end=2012&locations=GT&start=2009 

  



 

 

Figure 6.0:  

  
  
Figure 7.0:  

Immigration Rates to the U.S.: 

Immigration Rates by Year 2016 2017 2018 

El Salvador 1,387,022 1,401,832 N/A 

Guatemala 935,707 958,842 N/A 

Honduras 651,059 655,362 N/A 

Total 2,973,788 3,016,036 N/A 

Source: Countries of Birth for U.S. Immigrants, 1960-Present. (2019, January 16). Retrieved from 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/immigrants-countries-birth-over-time 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Figure 8.0:  

  
Discussion 

Prior to answering our central question, our 

findings suggest that both CARSI and the Alliance for 

Prosperity Plan were relatively successful in achieving 

their goal of reducing criminal violence. This is 

evidenced by the overall decreasing trend in violence 

in the region: homicide rates dropped 22.7 percent 

between 2009-2012 and perhaps more shockingly, 

53.87 percent between 2016-2018. In fact, for each 

year of the Alliance for Prosperity Plan, all three 

countries experienced a constant downward trend in 

number of homicides per year. It is important to note 

that both initiatives have much wider scopes and 

targeting areas than just the reduction of criminal 

activity. Our findings, then, do not seek to judge the 

success of the entire program, but rather its one sector 

in reducing crime in the Northern Triangle. 

Considering that crime is a prominent social problem 

in the Northern Triangle, the United States’ efforts 

have had some pertinent impact. Such a favorable 

outcome can be attributed to some of the six elements 

of effectiveness mentioned by Abt and Winship 

(2016), namely maintaining specific attention to those 

most at risk for violence and increasing the legitimacy 

of institutions. Both CARSI and the Alliance for 

Prosperity Plan place a prime focus on at-risk youths 

through counseling centers and educational programs. 

This is vastly significant considering that adolescents 

are typically those most susceptible and inclined to 

commit violence and those most vulnerable (i.e. 

youths are both the most likely perpetrators and 

victims of violence). Similarly, both initiatives are 

interested in strengthening institutions as the justice 

and prison systems; having strong political and legal 

institutions ultimately fosters a stable and well-

functioning state.  

However, our findings refute our main 

hypothesis: that, if U.S. initiatives were successful in 

reducing crime, this would decrease the number of 

citizens fleeing the Northern Triangle each year and 

attempting to seek asylum (either lawfully or 

unlawfully) in the United States. We hypothesized that 

reduction in crime would correspond to a reduction in 

net-out migration rates in the Northern Triangle; 

however, we have found just the opposite. Instead, it 

seems that U.S. initiatives have had little to no effect 

on immigration rates. In fact, in both time periods, net-

out migration increased in total for the region: the total 

number of migrants increased by 235,551 from 2009-

2012 and 42,240 from 2016-2017. These findings 



 

 

most likely result from several underlying causes, a 

main one being the complexity of immigration in 

general. Individuals’ reasons to migrate from the 

Northern Triangle could be motivated by numerous 

factors other than crime: political instability, interest 

in family reunification with members who have 

already voyaged to the United States, civil war, 

education, health, and impoverishment. CARSI’s or 

the Alliance for Prosperity’s work to reduce 

homicides, then, would not alter these people's’ desires 

to attempt migration. Since the choice to migrate is 

often a personal issue, it is difficult to disentangle the 

motivations of the many different actors.  

It is also important to recognize that both 

CARSI and the Alliance for Prosperity Plan are not 

directly intended to influence migration, whereas they 

specifically targeted crime. Both initiatives sought to 

improve the domestic situation of El Salvador, 

Guatemala, and Honduras, irrespective of whether or 

not that would alter people’s decisions on whether or 

not to migrate.  

 

Limitations 
 

While our findings yield credible 

conclusions, there are certain limitations to our 

analysis: time, resources, and the limited scope of 

quantitative data used. As a result of a restricted time 

frame in which to conduct this study, we were only 

able to examine two initiatives. Ultimately, we were 

unable to perform a more comprehensive analysis of 

United States’ aid to the Northern Triangle, such as 

looking at U.S. aid and work in the region along a time 

continuum for the last 15-20 years. In addition to this, 

the Alliance for Prosperity Plan is a recent initiative 

that lacks information accounting from some of its 

effects. Since we lack quantitative data for 

immigration rates in 2018, we only see how it has 

influenced migration within a one-year time span. Its 

effects, in only being recently created, too, have yet to 

be fully realized and or manifested.   

            In terms of the quantitative data we used, 

measuring crime only according to the number of 

homicides per year limits our analysis. Although 

homicides are the worst possible crime (and thus the 

best indicator), it leaves out various other forms of 

crime that could produce an unstable and violent 

atmosphere in the Northern Triangle: robbery, assault, 

battery, sexual violence, and rape. Measuring all of 

these forms of crime with separate indicators and 

trying to combine them into one variable would have 

produced haphazard and confusing results; yet, in 

leaving them out, it is hard to fully judge if the streets 

of these countries are actually safer and whether or not 

the standard of living has been elevated. Because we 

are seeking to understand social phenomena, 

quantitative data in the form of numbers and rates 

sometimes cannot capture the true essence of what is 

being studied.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Immigration has always been a prominent 

aspect of both the history of the United States and the 

policies that have been enacted. Within recent years, 

an increasing amount of attention has been shifted to 

the rising immigration rates occurring at its southern 

border of the country. While this issue spans across 

many different areas of both domestic and 

international policy, it is mainly focused on national 

security and the effects that immigration could 

potentially have on the economy.  Citing loss of jobs, 

increasing crime and a plethora of other dangers, 

recent politicians have proposed to remedy this 

situation by erecting a wall spanning the entire 

Southern border. However, the issue of immigration is 

highly complex and encompasses a vast range of 

elements. Specifically in the Northern Triangle 

countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, it 

could be postulated that the cause of the widespread 

immigration is due to the high crime rates of the 

region.  

Despite the findings observed in this study 

failing to support the original hypothesis that reducing 

the crime rates within Northern Triangle countries 

would in turn reduce immigration rates from these 

countries into the United States, a more 

comprehensive study would be needed in order to 

draw a more certain conclusion. Since the issue of 

immigration is highly complex and encompasses a 

vast range of causes that could not be fully understood 

within the limited scope of the research shown here, 

future studies should focus on a wider range of time 

and broader definition of ‘crime’, as well as an 

analysis of other factors of immigration in addition to 

crime. Although evidence to support that lowered 

crime rates would result in lower immigration rates 

was not found, this does not mean that there is no 

connection as many other factors may have caused the 

increase in immigration rates. While most would not 

argue against the reduction of crime, a link that proves 

diminished crime rates results in lowered immigration 

into the United States would motivate more 

international and domestic policies to aid in the 

minimization of crime within Northern Triangle 

countries. 
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Introduction 
 

In today’s globally connected world, a state’s 

economic variability is no longer limited to domestic factors, 

but rather the world stage as a whole. Countries have the 

power to aid other nations out of recessions with simple yet 

monumental transfers of currency. However, it is obvious that 

governments and private corporations have their own interests 

in mind. When it comes to foreign investment, China 

dominates the market. Through the process of capital leaving 

their local economy, the Chinese are able to enrich their 

portfolios and amplify their economic success by taking 

investment risks in other regions of the world. The Chinese 

both risk and take advantage of the low marginal cost of 

investment in Latin America to see higher returns in the 

future. 

This paper will analyze the current conditions of 

Brazil, Argentina, and Colombia to predict which of the three 

countries’ FDI funding from China will increase the most in 

the next five years. We will analyze general and Chinese-

specific models and determinants of FDI volume of funding. 

In this paper, a methodological framework will be developed 

to measure variables correlated and related to FDI funding 

and past levels of FDI funding. In future iterations of this 

paper, the developed framework will be used to predict FDI 

growth rates for each country. Although Brazil leads the three 

in terms of gross FDI from China currently, its FDI market 

also has the most foreign competitive players – including the 

United States and Great Britain. On the other hand, recent 

recovery from tough economic and political conditions- along 

with an unsaturated Argentinean and Colombian FDI market- 

may prove to fuel higher growth rates of FDI funding from 

China to one of these countries instead. 

 

Review of the Literature 

 

FDIs, or Foreign Direct Investments, are becoming 

an increasingly important income base for developing nations 

around the world (Carnegie Council, n.d.). However, the 

decision of a foreign investor to contribute funds to a 

developing country is based on a complex set of factors. A 

paper published in the International Business Review looks at 

the types of institutional reforms and processes taken in a 

government and which processes most “legitimizes a host 

market for foreign investors” (Trevino & Cullen, 2008). The 

paper characterized institutional reforms and processes into 3 

categories: cognitive, normative, and regulative. After 

studying 16 different Latin American countries, it was found 

that reforms done through the cognitive and normative pillars 

(e.g. educational attainment, bilateral investment treaties, 

privatization, and political uncertainty) are better indicators of 

inward FDI than those done through the regulative pillar (e.g. 

tax reform, trade reform, and financial account liberalization). 

This comes into direct opposition to past literature that 

stresses the emphasis of regulative pillar reforms on 

legitimizing a host market for host investor. These opposing 

pieces, often under the label of “New Institutionalism” focus 

on a country’s economic efficiency – which falls under the 

regulatory pillar – in determining how appealing a market is 

for FDI and foreign investors. There are a few landmark 

studies championing “New Institutionalism” (Mudambi & 

Navarra, 2002; North, 1990; and Williamson, 

1985).  Comparing “New Institutionalism” (which focuses on 

the regulatory pillar) with this paper’s emphasis on the 

importance on cognitive and normative pillars helps us 

understand what characteristics are considered most favorable 

in a country in attracting FDI. The labeling of the “three 

pillars” also provides an organized and clear categorization of 

country characteristics. A large limitation is that the data used 

in this paper goes only until 2007, and many recent trends may 

affect this paper’s future claims.  

Trevino and Cullen’s research are consistently 

supported by more recent literature. For instance, “An 

Empirical investigation of U.S. FDI in Latin America” looks 

at factors in the international environment, national policies, 

and corporate strategies that influence the flow of FDI. The 

paper also looks into these factor’s economic and social 

impact on Latin American development. Similar to the 

Trevino and Cullen, although it was found that offering tax 

and other economic incentives help attract FDI investors 

sometimes, what appears to have a greater impact is 

improving the quality of a country's institutions. In fact, any 

restrictions or incentives placed on foreign capital are often 

counterproductive, “costing governments millions of dollars 

annually, protecting inefficient players, and lowering living 

and productivity standards.” This is echoed in Farrell's study 

on FDI and FDI determinants as well (Farrell, 2004). 

In our paper, we will use the past two studies on the 

general FDI determinant information as a framework for 

predicting which Latin American countries will experience 

the most FDI growth in the future. By matching the 

established determinants of FDI growth with current or 

expected future policies, we can establish predictions of 

future FDI growth. 

Beyond determinants of FDI volume, another 

important aspect of FDI is understanding its relationship with 

exports. Both FDI and exports are two important income 

sources for developing countries, and their ability to balance 

the two are crucial. "Investment liberalization and 
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international trade," a paper published in the Journal of 

International Economics, concentrated on how a country’s 

characteristics determine whether FDIs will decrease or 

increase exports (of that country). It was found that when 

countries have different relative factor endowments and trade 

costs (i.e. tariffs) are low, investment liberalization (the 

loosening of government controls) stimulates exports. 

However, when countries are similar in terms of relative 

factor endowments and size, and trade costs are moderate to 

high, investment liberalization reduces exports. In this 

context, factor endowments can be defined as “the amount of 

labor, land, money, and entrepreneurship that could be 

exploited for manufacturing within a country” (Business, 

n.d.). This paper also notes that since these characteristics 

change over time in the long-run, so does the impact of 

investment liberalization on trade. However, as noted earlier, 

by concentrating only on factors such as investment 

liberalization when comparing FDI and exports, this paper 

only looks at the “regulatory pillar” and not look into the other 

two pillars, which are crucial in the FDI space. Analyzing the 

way developing Latin American country policies favor (or do 

not favor) FDI and exports will allow us to predict countries 

that will experience more FDI funding in the future. 

A study published in 2011 titled “Foreign direct 

investment, exports and economic growth: evidence from two 

panels of developing countries” also assesses the relationship 

between FDI and exports. This study looks at the causal 

relationship between foreign direct investment (FDI), exports 

and economic growth in 8 European developing countries and 

8 Asian developing countries). The results in the European 

countries was that there was (1) a bidirectional causal 

relationship between GDP and FDI and (2) a unidirectional 

causal relationship from GDP and FDI to exports in the short-

run. The result in the Asian countries were that there was a 

bidirectional causal relationship between exports and 

economic growth in the short-run. For both the Asian and 

European countries, it was found that there was (1) a long-run 

causal relationship from export and FDI to economic growth, 

and (2) a long-run causal relationship from economic growth 

and export to FDI. All these conclusions helped the researcher 

develop a “tri-variate model”. He recommends that European 

countries increase economic growth by attracting FDI 

revenues, expanding free trade zones, and increasing security 

in economic and political dimensions. He also recommends 

that Asian developing countries increase exports of goods and 

services by decreasing export taxes and trade barriers, 

encouraging industrial-based exports, and improving quality 

control and training programs. This paper is useful in its 

straightforward comparison between European and Asian 

developing countries. We can likely apply these conclusions 

to similar Latin America and Africa countries. Besides the 

results themselves, one key takeaway is from their 

methodology: “data of GDP, exports of goods and services 

and FDI were obtained from World Development Indicator 

(WDI). Variables are measured in constant 2000 US dollars, 

deflating by the GDP deflator. Natural logarithm has been 

applied to all the data; the natural logarithms of FDI, export 

and GDP are denoted as LFDI, LEX and LGDP respectively. 

We used Eviews’ and Gauss software for investigation and 

data analysis” (Mahmoodi, 2011). We foresee utilizing parts 

of this methodology in our study.  

  Where the past study’s results revolved around the 

bi-directionality or uni-directionality of relationships between 

FDI, economic growth, and exports, the Institute for 

Economic Forecasting published a study that looks into the 

long term vs short term relationships between FDI and 

exports. This is an aggregation of various studies that look 

into the connection between FDI, exports, and GDP growth 

of ten transition European countries (Bulgaria, Czech 

Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 

Romania, Slovak Republic and Slovenia). Running tests from 

data collected in other surveys shows a causal relationship in 

the long-term and short-term between export, FDI, and 

economic growth in only four out of the ten countries studied. 

Also, not even all four of those countries saw a bilateral causal 

relationship between all three variables. There was no unique 

long-term or equilibrium relationship among real GDP, real 

exports, and FDI in Bulgaria, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, 

Romania and Slovenia. Overall, an important implication of 

this study is that the use of inward FDI is a better engine of 

growth than exports. A number of policy implications emerge 

from the study. A country’s policies to promote FDI are 

extremely valuable in producing economic growth. The most 

effective policy areas are free trade zones, tax incentives, 

human capital, financial market regulations, and financial 

system and infrastructure quality. This source served as a 

check to some original assumptions about FDI: that GDP 

would increase in the short and long term with more FDI 

amounts in all countries. The results provide a more 

comprehensive understanding for us to understand FDI and 

exports, which is important in forecasting what current Latin 

American policies encourage. Additionally, we took a liking 

to the categories of statistical analysis used in this paper, and 

a similar version may be implemented in our methodology.  

Moving on from exports and its relation to FDI, 

literature makes it clear that the importance of FDI has 

increased recently, especially in developing and emerging 

markets. In 2003, the World Bank Group published the 

“World market Integration Through the Lens of Foreign 

Direct Investors”.  This paper concentrates on the increase of 

FDI in emerging markets, and what global factors have led to 

this rise in FDI. It also found that “globalization risk factors” 

(factors that drive foreign direct investment) across several 

countries correlates with capital market liberalization* in both 

industrial and developing countries, “supporting our 

hypothesis that increased market integration leads to a greater 

role for worldwide sources of risk.” They also point out that 

the “globalization risk factors” of developing factors are 

converging with those of developed countries. Specifically, 

increased globalization factors, such as world capital market 

integration, followed liberalization programs in the mid-

1980s and 1990s. In this context, capital market liberalization 
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(the relaxation of government restrictions in the market) is the 

result of globalization and trade liberalization. This capital 

market integration can take many forms, including 

“liberalization of foreign investors’ participation in domestic 

stock markets, the listing of domestic firms in foreign 

markets, and the privatization of state-owned companies.” A 

2003 report published by the United Nations and Eclac echoes 

the same trend in Latin America in the same timeframe, but 

specifically with offshore businesses. More specifically, it 

states that offshore business industry in LA/C is pretty small 

(~7%- compared to India’s 27%), but interest for FDI is 

growing rapidly in this region. The region offers many 

benefits: geographical and cultural proximity to the United 

States, time zone advantages, relatively low risk, a good 

hedging alternative, talent and technology hubs with lower 

attrition rates (making it safer for operations involving 

knowledge transfer), and established markets for many 

segments (highly influenced by the presence of transnational 

corporations and the growing internationalization of local 

companies). These factors have materialized in new FDI from 

the largest to the smallest countries and cities and provide 

employment opportunities in a global labor market. As a 

country, the labor force has upgraded in skill level, which is 

projected to be better for the economy overall. This usually 

occurs in natural-resource heavy or low value-added 

manufacturing industries. The specificity of this study’s 

analysis of firms adds a unique element of nuanced literature 

that will help our research in looking into the determinants 

and effects of FDI. 

A study published in the Journal of Structured and 

Project Finance in 2004, titled “What next for Latin American 

power markets?” is similar to Albuquerque & Loayza’s. 

However, it proves their trend is applicable in Latin American 

emerging markets as well. More specifically, the previous 

source talks about the impacts of FDI in Latin America, and 

how it has changed since the 1990s economic and political 

crises that have forced companies to be replaced. Most FDI 

will be attracted to countries with stable economic only. The 

counties without these policies (which typically mean a lack 

or weak multilateral-bank or donor-agency support) will fail 

to attract sufficient investment to fill the vacuum caused by 

the economic and political crises. Furthermore, Latin 

America's increasing government intervention and political 

volatility places it at a disadvantage in this global competition 

for capital. 

The next economic decline in Latin America 

occurred during the Great Recession of 2008. The UN report 

of 2008 that was previously cited makes it clear the impacts 

of the recession were seen within the first year, especially 

from the US. By analyzing the state and FDI levels of various 

industry sectors during the crisis however, it was found that 

trans-Latin American companies continue to invest since they 

mostly invested in natural resources (and to a lesser extent in 

the meat-producing industry and bread-making industry since 

they have a low-price elasticity), which was less sensitive to 

the recession because they correspond to a longer-term 

timelines, and many of these companies were actually 

founded around 2008. Companies that were acquired prior to 

the recession typically had stronger ties with the US and were 

impacted more by the crisis. 

  It is important to keep in mind that the previous three 

studies, both focusing around the increased FDI trend, are 

written in 2003, 2008, and 2004 respectively. Therefore, the 

trend thereafter cannot be blindly extrapolated, and an 

analysis of more recent datasets needs to be completed to 

confirm the present manifestation of the exhibited past trend. 

Nonetheless, once trends have been confirmed, this literature 

will be crucial in predicting the future of FDI in developing 

Latin American markets. Understanding how political and 

economic differences in both the donor and recipient 

countries and its impact on FDI is necessary when predicting 

future FDI levels. 

  Coupled with the rise of FDI, understanding the 

dangers of FDI is important when looking at which Latin 

American countries are wary of FDI and therefore establish 

policies that do not stimulate high FDI volumes. It helps us 

understand why dips in FDI markets occur, even though the 

overall trend of FDI volume has increased overtime.  The 

Capital Markets Consultative Group published a 

comprehensive report in 2003 called the “Foreign Direct 

Investment in Emerging Market Countries.” The study notes 

that FDI has become more important, but can be volatile in 

the short term considering recent political and economic 

crises in Latin America. Monitoring the flow of FDIs to 

developing countries may help FDI develop into a stable 

revenue source in the midst of volatile conditions. Around 

2003, FDI to emerging market countries (EMCs) declined due 

to failing investments in Latin America. These failing 

investments can be attributed to national reasons, such as 

worldwide cyclical fluctuations and the bursting of the 

technology and telecommunications bubble, as well as 

regional reasons, such as the abrogation of contracts in 

Argentina which caused banks to move out. Lastly, main 

motivations for and determinants of FDI were identified, 

including market size and growth prospects, wage-adjusted 

productivity of labor (rather than the cost of local 

labor),  availability of infrastructure, levels of taxation, the 

overall stability of the tax regime, and political stability for 

personal security reasons (which include government 

corruption and sanctity of federal contracts). This source 

sheds a more pessimistic but important light on FDI funding, 

which is crucial when considering the future trends in Latin 

America FDI. However, the fact that it was written in 2003 

must be taken into consideration. Looking into future 

volatilities in political and economic markets in Latin 

America and seeing if FDI investments fell will be important 

in establishing the credibility of this study in predicting future 

FDI volumes. 

  “Foreign Direct Investment and Exports with 

Growing Demand” looked into the advantages and 

disadvantages of FDI (compared to exports) when entering a 

market with uncertain growth. It states that the main 



 

 

 

advantage of FDI is that it has lower marginal cost than 

exporting does. However, FDIs are irreversible, which makes 

it have a “risk of creating underutilized capacity” if the market 

turns out to be small. This occurs due to lower transportation 

costs, lower taxes, and labor and materials being relatively 

inexpensive in the foreign market. Additionally, “the variable 

cost of serving the market through FDI is lower than the 

variable cost of serving it through exports” (Rafael & 

Nikolaos, 2003). However, this assumes that the savings on 

variable costs are lower than the required FDI entry cost (an 

irreversible investment). This paper goes on to talk about how 

attracting exports versus FDI are prioritized by recipient 

countries, depending on which stage of development a 

specific industry is at. Overall, the disadvantages of FDI, 

coupled with explanation of exports and its relation to FDI, 

provides useful insight when assessing FDI and its 

determinants.  

  Our study focuses on FDI investments from China. 

“The Determinants of Chinese Outward Foreign Direct 

Investment. In: Foreign Direct Investment, China and the 

World Economy” published in 2010 is a scholarly article 

which investigates the causes and determinants of foreign 

direct investment by Chinese businesses and multinational 

enterprises specifically from 1984 to 2001. The article cited 

the Open-Door Policy of the late 1970’s as being a catalyst in 

the current state of economic power. Furthermore, China’s 

rapid rise through the World Trade Organization around 2001 

helped play a significant factor as well. This paper did an 

excellent job highlighting what determines Chinese 

government involvement in foreign affairs. It was detailed in 

listing and expanding on common knowledge.  Another 

study, “The Determinants and Effectiveness of Industrial 

Policy in China: A Study Based on Five-Year Plans,” 

published in 2018, also investigates the impact of industrial 

policy in China during the 9th-12th Five-Year plans. “Based 

on China's national and provincial FYPs and data 

disaggregated to the four-digit manufacturing sector level, it 

finds that the central government's preferences act as a key 

determinant of the provincial FYPs. It also shows that policy 

significantly improves output while it is in effect but there is 

no evidence of a beneficial effect beyond the end of the 

particular FYP.” (Wu) This paper did a good job in using a 

specific model of FDI and expanding on it to include 

effectiveness in countries that have received money.  

Both of these studies allow us to narrow our 

previously established determinant frameworks to more 

recent Chinese policies. It gives the other side of the story: 

what has caused China to change its FDI volume as a donor, 

rather than what has caused Latin American countries to 

change their FDI volume as a recipient. This latter piece is 

missing from the past two studies.  “What are the 

Determinants of the Location of Foreign Direct Investment?”, 

a study from 2002, gives context to missing part. It 

investigates where the recipient of foreign direct investment 

was and what determined it. “Chinese regions from 1985 to 

1995, we find that large regional market, good infrastructure, 

and preferential policy had a positive effect, but wage cost had 

a negative effect on FDI. The effect of education was positive 

but not statistically significant. In addition, there was also a 

strong self-reinforcing effect of FDI on itself.” (Cheng, 2002) 

This paper did a good job in highlighting conditions that 

would make an FDI investment, on behalf of the Chinese 

government, plausible. This is crucial to our study, as it 

directs mentions the determinants that lead China to invest 

different FDI volumes to recipient countries. 

  Overall, the space for determinants of FDI volume in 

recipient and donor countries is heavily saturated. 

Furthermore, FDI trends and its relationship to exports have 

been established strongly as well, especially before the 2008 

recession. Upon our initial research, we found rankings of 

countries that receive the most FDI funding currently, but 

hardly any projecting which recipient countries will receive 

the most (or have the most increase) in FDI funding in the 

future, and absolutely none related to Latin America 

specifically. In our study, we hope to look at data on FDI after 

2008 and use rigorously established determination and trend 

models to forecast the future of FDI spending.  

 

Methodology 

 

Sample Country Selection Method 

In our paper, we will be projecting the increase in FDI for 

Brazil, Columbia, and Argentina.  

These countries were chosen while considering a couple of 

factors 

1. We avoided Latin American countries that were 

extremely oversaturated with US and/or European 

FDI. We defined “extremely oversaturated” as over 

90% of the total FDI international market share. The 

threshold for “extremely oversaturated” was not set 

at a lower level because we recognize that the gross 

FDI in almost all Latin American countries has been 

increasing and is projected to continue increasing in 

the future (Atlantic Council, 2018). Therefore, if 

there is substantial US and/or European FDI 

investment already, as long as it is not above 90%, 

we believe Latin American FDI investment has a 

large potential percentage-wise to become less 

dependent on non-US or European countries. 

2. We looked into countries that China has already 

invested into. Even if it was a low level of FDI 

investment, ensuring that China has taken interest in 

a country in the first place is crucial. If they have not, 

we believe that it will be difficult to predict FDI 

growth if no initiative in a country’s market has been 

taken in the first place. 
3. Varied current Chinese FDI. Brazil, Argentina, and 

Colombia have varying levels of current FDI 

investment from China. Since we are measuring 

growth of FDI in 5 years, the original amount of FDI 

will not be directly taken into consideration for our 

overall conclusions. Figure 1 shows a bar graph 



 

 

 

comparing levels of FDI from China from 2003-

2016. We believed doing this will allows us to grasp 

a larger view of FDI in Latin America in varying 

current FDI conditions. 
4. Information available online. We found that many 

Latin American countries do not have much 

available data online, especially in regards to the 

specific criteria we investigated. More populous 

countries tended to have more FDI data available, 

and therefore overall conclusions drawn from our 

three-country case study may be more representative 

of those countries, rather than the full Latin 

American FDI “picture.” 

 

Figure 1: FDI Inflows from China 

 
Source: Bureau van Dijk, FDI Markets 

 

Definitions 

Foreign direct investment, is “an investment made 

by a firm or individual in one country into business interests 

located in another country.” They are different from, and 

often confused with, foreign portfolio investments, where 

investors only purchases equities of foreign-based companies 

and there is no direct control. In FDIs, “investors establish 

foreign business operations or acquires foreign business 

assets, including establishing ownership or controlling 

interest in a foreign company” (Chen, 2019). FDIs are often 

compared to exports, which will be defined as a good, 

commodity, or service sold to a foreign country. 

Volatility is the pace at which prices move higher or 

lower, and how wildly they swing (Amadeo, n.d.). This paper 

will measure FDI volatility during economic or political 

downturns or anomalies to see how FDI investment responds 

to fluctuations in large economic and political disruptions in 

a specific country. 

GDP per Capita is used as a metric in our results and 

findings. It “is a measure of a country's economic output that 

accounts for its number of people” (Amadeo, n.d.). In the 

context of this paper, GDP per Capita will be measure in US$ 

(current US dollars). All GDP per Capita values will be found 

through the World Bank website to control for any varying 

definitions of GDP per Capita (US$). 

Also, we will be using the term “greenfield 

investments.” This is type of investment is becoming 

increasingly common among Chinese FDI in Latin American 

countries.  Greenfield investments refer to entirely new 

investments. This can be compared to the typical M&A 

transactions which “refer to the purchase or sale of existing 

equity.” (Chen, 2019). (Benchmark of Foreign Direct 

Investment, 2008). 

 

Criteria 

This paper will use a statistical analysis comparing 

Brazil, Argentina, and Colombia among various criteria to 

determine which of the three countries will have the highest 

FDI growth rate in the next five years. These criterion were 

selected based on the extensive research conducted on 

determinants and frameworks of FDI not only for China and 

Latin America, but for FDIs investments in general. Since 

China is relatively new to FDI, we believed the established 

determinants of Chinese FDI are subject to change and 

slightly converge with the “general” FDI determinants and 

frameworks in the next 5 years.  

These general and Chinese-Latin American FDI 

determinants and frameworks are matched to current and 

projected Brazilian, Argentinian, and Colombian policies and 

economic and political conditions to forecast the rate of FDI 

growth over the next 5 years for each country. We looked at 

many categories in order to accurately capture the 

attractiveness of the Latin American country for foreign direct 

investment in the next 5 years.  We grouped these categories 

into three subsections:  

1. FDI and correlating factors. This set of criteria 

looks into FDI levels (current, historic, volatility) 

and levels of other factors (such as exports, lending, 

and GDP) that are correlated according to previous 

research (OECD, 2019). This will also include the 

ratio of state-owned vs. private Chinese firms in the 

Latin American country and the types of investments 

that are being made (Greenfield vs M&A). 

2. Industry Growth. This section will also include the 

breakdown of FDI into specific industries, and the 

projected growth of those industries overall. Specific 

emphasis will be placed on the growth of 

technological and environmental sectors, since these 

are industries that are projected to rapidly increase 

(Heritage, 2019). 

3. Regulatory Pillar. This includes FDI determinants 

such as tax reform, trade reform, and financial 

account liberalization. The pillar and definitions 

were laid out by the general FDI determinant 

framework established by Trevi, Thomas, and 

Cullen (Trevi, Thomas, & Cullen, 2008) 



 

 

 

4. Cognitive and normative pillars. These include FDI 

determinants such as privatization, BITs, 

educational attainment, and political 

uncertainty.  The pillar and definitions were laid out 

by the general FDI determinant framework 

established by Trevi, Thomas, and Cullen (Trevi, 

Thomas, & Cullen, 2008). Many of these indicators 

will be collected using V-Dem datasets to keep 

methodology of data sources as consistent as 

possible (VDem Codebook, 2018). 

5. Laws of the land. Laws such as labor and 

environmental laws that influence attractiveness of 

FDI investments in a country. The language of laws 

is difficult to quantify and requires qualitative 

explanations. Therefore, this section will have 

corresponding qualitative data associated with it as 

well. The FDI Regulatory Restrictiveness Index will 

also be considered. 

6. Economic and political growth and turbulence. 

This includes indicators that point to potential 

fluctuations in political and economic climate.  

 

After, the nature of China and its FDI space will be completed 

and assessed as well. This will include China’s openness to 

harsh labor or environmental laws, its level of emphasis in 

social and corporate responsibility, what specific industries 

they are interested in, and specific determinants from previous 

research. This was compared to the criteria levels analyzed in 

the matrix, and weight to the different criteria was given 

accordingly: 

 Countries will be ranked 1, 2, and 3 in terms of 

numerical value for each country. The country 

whose data indicates the most favorable 

circumstances for FDI than the other countries will 

receive a “3”, while the country with the least 

favorable circumstances will receive a “1”. The 

country with the medium-level of favorability will 

be indicated by a “2”.  

  If the criteria is a yes or no question, a binary 

number will be assigned. The choice (yes or no) that 

is more favorable for FDI will receive a 1, and the 

less favorable answer will receive a 0. 

 Each criteria will receive a multiplier based on its 

determined impact and effect on Chinese FDI 

investment. If a criteria is “extremely influential” on 

FDI, it will receive a multiplier of 1. If a criteria is 

“very influential” on FDI, it will receive a multiplier 

of 0.8. If a criteria is “influential” on FDI, it will 

receive a multiplier of 0.6. If a criteria is “slightly 

influential” on FDI, it will receive a multiplier of 0.4. 

And lastly, if a criteria is “hardly influential” on FDI, 

it will receive a multiplier of 0.2. 

 This multiplier will, in effect, weight criteria based 

on their importance. This multiplier will be 

multiplied by a country’s ranking (or binary number) 

to calculate a score for each criteria for every 

country. All scores for an individual country will be 

aggregate along all criteria. We predict that the 

county with the highest score will see the highest 

increase in FDI funding. 

 

Conclusion 

Our research so far has indicated significant 

differences in Brazilian, Argentinian, and Colombian history 

and current state that are relevant enough to show a clear 

different between their FDI growth rate trajectories. 

Previous frameworks and models have pointed to the 

comparative importance of non-economic conditions- such 

as a country’s literacy rate and labor laws- to attract FDI 

investment over traditionally assessed economic metrics, 

such as export volume and interest rates. Because this 

research paper is forward-looking, in that it is predicting 

what may happen five years down the line, a large part of the 

results will be dedicated to finding trends in technology and 

renewable resources between these countries. 

Now that a framework for research has established, 

our remaining work will primarily be consisted of finding 

quantitative data for each of the methodology’s criteria, 

along with finding qualitative dialogue from businesses and 

FDI investors that signal changes of trends in FDI funding in 

the future. We will also be looking at FDI investment over 

time to see how volatile FDI funding has been during 

tremulous past economic and political conditions, along with 

tracing other countries who are investing in Brazil, 

Argentina, and Colombia to examine why various downward 

and upward spikes in FDI occurred. Using this research, we 

will then effectively rank each country by investment 

attractiveness through the lens of a Chinese FDI investor to 

determine which country will experience the highest growth 

rate of FDI in the next 5 years. 
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As Japan, the second largest economy in Asia and one of the largest on Earth, faces a mounting demographic crisis marked by 

a declining birthrate and an aging population, new policy measures must be enacted in order to ensure the viability of the 

Japanese labor force as well as the sustainability of the productive capacities of its many businesses and corporations. Through 

a comparative analysis of different pieces of scholarly literature, as well as supplementary corporate reports and news articles, 

on topics ranging from the Japanese firm activity and immigration policy, this policy proposal argues that the reform of 

historically restrictive Japanese immigration laws to allow for more foreign workers will be necessary to maintain the 

substantial size of the Japanese workforce of both skilled and unskilled laborers. In addition to immigration reform, government 

facilitation of increased offshore outsourcing by Japanese companies is also paramount to maintaining the Japanese economy 

as it will alleviate the labor shortage caused by Japan’s shrinking working-age demographic.  

 

 

Introduction 
 

 Ever since the Japanese population began to decline 

in 2006, the presence of a shrinking and aging populace has 

presented the Japanese government with a plethora of 

economic and social problems (Eberstadt 2012). The 

background phenomena leading up to this issue largely 

consists decades of young people getting married less than 

previous generations, xenophobia regarding immigration and 

crushing work hours for employees. In 2012, American 

political economist Nicholas Eberstadt pointed out how by 

2040, due to such aforementioned trends, over 30% of the 

entire Japanese population will be aged 65 or older and by 

2050, the birth rate will be less than a third of what it was in 

1950 (Eberstadt 2012). This change in population size will 

have negative impacts on the Japanese economy, namely that 

the working-age population will decline by around 30% in the 

next three decades and the current social programs 

implemented to take care of the elderly population could 

balloon Japanese government debt to a humongous 600% of 

GDP by 2040 (Eberstadt 2012). Clearly, Japan needs to find 

a way to reverse the possibility of serious negative trends in 

economic growth caused by such an immense national debt 

by increasing its labor force as well the bolstering its 

economic productivity. 

 

Outsourcing to Eliminate Labor Shortages 
 

 Although President Shinzo Abe’s administration 

recognizes the problem at hand and is working to promote 

working age population growth, studies by scholars at the 

University of Chicago Law School have illustrated why 

Japan’s current policy approaches to dealing with its 

population woes, namely its drive to encourage female labor 

force participation — a concept referred to as “womenomics” 

— are insufficient at adequately addressing the problem (Jack 

2016). Currently 66% of Japanese women between ages 15 

and 64 are already working, one of the highest rates in the 

developed world, and many of these women may be working 

as many as 80 hours a week with perhaps up to 160 hours of 

overtime labor per month (Jack 2016). Making women work 

even more, or encouraging more female participation in the 

labor force, is not feasible and thus not a solution for 

bolstering the Japanese economy. 

  
Instead, recent scholarship has suggested that 

Japanese firms outsource labor to offset labor shortages. 

Japan can actually afford to lose jobs, as its shrinking labor 

force has led to a labor shortage of only one possible 

employee for every 1.28 jobs, and the transfer of jobs overseas 

as a result of outsourcing will likely decrease the number of 

jobs available in Japan that lack applicants to fill them (Jack 

2016). While this is likely only a short-term approach, as it 

does not address the underlying causes of the shortage, it will 

still provide the economic relief needed to offset the massive 

plunge in labor force size by allowing Japanese companies to 

continue to be productive with fewer domestic workers.  

 In general, outsourcing for administrative and less-

skilled technical services for small and medium sized 

enterprises has been shown to reduce costs, free up scarce 

resources, and build stronger global ties with other 

corporations (Di Gregorio 2009). Specifically, according to a 

cross-sectional study of 441 different Japanese firms in 

different sectors of the economy done by researchers at 

DePaul University from 1994 to 2002, labor outsourcing, 

particularly to support a firm’s core business in the short term, 

can have beneficial effects on the outsourcing firm’s market 

value as it sends a positive signal to markets, encouraging 

potential foreign and international investment in the firm 

(Jiang et. al 2007).  

 Further research has endeavored to specify the 

economic benefits of outsourcing in the Japanese labor 

economy. A 2011 article by Shigemi Yabuuchi of Aichi 

University concluded that outsourcing for factors that are not 

produced domestically in significant amounts could actually 

markedly increase both rural wage rates and expected urban 

wage rates and decrease unemployment in urban areas 

(Yabuuchi 2011). A 2008 Columbia University Study 

examines how outsourcing to China and Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries like Indonesia 

and the Philippines, especially for intermediate inputs and 

lower skilled product assembly, in Japanese electrical 

machine industries, leads to an increase in domestic demand 



 

 

for workers with a tertiary or higher level of higher education 

by 0.7-0.8% for every 1% increase in outsourced production 

(Ahn et. al 2008). Another study done by researchers at 

Pennsylvania State University showed that select outsourcing 

firms, particularly those that outsourced labor for information 

services and research and development, saw employee wages 

rise by 7-11%, and total productivity rise by 6-12% (Ito et. al 

2008), a further potential benefit of outsourcing even beyond 

labor shortage alleviation. The same study showed that skill 

intensity per employee increased for outsourcing firms, with 

labor productivity increasing by 0.17% for every 1% increase 

in outsourcing, particularly to destinations in Europe, Asia, 

and North America (Ito et. al 2008). 

 Research has also shown that the Japanese 

companies themselves are realizing the strong economic 

benefits of offshore outsourcing; a study referencing a 

Japanese Ministry of Trade, Economy and Industry survey of 

over 6,000 manufacturing firms showed that approximately 

64% of respondents reported that overseas production of their 

commodities has not affected domestic employment in any 

adverse way, while 19% of respondents stated that overseas 

production has actually shifted employment over to the 

production of highly value-added products (Kirkegaard 

2007). Therefore, not only is international outsourcing 

bringing positive results to the Japanese firms already 

engaging in it, it has also clearly convinced many Japanese 

companies of its benefits so any government policy aimed at 

increasing such outsourcing by a modest amount is not likely 

encounter much political resistance.  

 

Immigration to Fill Labor Shortages 

 
However effective outsourcing may be at alleviating 

labor shortages and increasing wages and employment, it is 

likely only a temporary solution given that there is a limited 

number of jobs Japanese firms can outsource and that Japan’s 

population is still aging and declining in size. Another field of 

focus for sustainable Japanese labor force and economic 

growth is reexamining the country’s restrictive foreign 

immigration policies in order to replenish the population to 

some degree. This is far more difficult than it sounds 

primarily because, historically, the Japanese population has 

taken pride in being a primarily mono-ethnic, homogenous 

society and much of the population is reluctant to make 

changes to such a society, even when foreign immigration is 

needed to grow the working population. Even as early as 

2000, a report from the UN Population Division suggested 

that nations like Japan need to reform their current 

immigration laws to make them more flexible and conducive 

to replacement migration in order to to counteract Japan’s 

population decline, with the population expected to decline by 

over 20 million people by 2050 (The UN Population Division 

on Replacement Migration 2000).  

There are a number of studies that offer a historical 

explanation of Japan’s long-held suspicion of foreigners, with 

such xenophobic tendencies being traced back to a 19th 

century cultural bias against Western and non-Japanese 

civilization, a bias that only intensified after Japan’s defeat in 

the Second World War (DeHaan 2017).  

In the past, policies such as the Nationality Act of 

1950 and the Immigration Control Act of 1951 formed the 

legal basis for harsh Japan’s harsh immigration rules, with 

both pieces of legislation threatening even the children of 

immigrants — mainly Taiwanese and zainichi Koreans but 

also other nationalities — with deportation. These laws also 

made it nearly impossible for foreigner workers to enter the 

country on work visas until 1991, until the passage of the 

Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act, which 

allowed some nikkei — foreigners of Japanese ancestry from 

countries like Brazil and Peru — as well as Filipino and 

Chinese people to enter the country as “trainees” (Park 2017). 

These reforms however are inadequate for dealing with 

current Japanese demographics issues as Japan still needs to 

take in at least 200,000 more immigrant workers per year to 

combat just its population decline (Jack 2016). Still, there is 

evidence that more and more Japanese citizens are agreeing 

on the need for more skilled foreign workers, and more 

Japanese companies are hiring international students from 

both universities in both Japan and other countries (Bloom et. 

al 2011).  

 Outside the aforementioned corporation-university 

recruiting drives, it is to be expected that many new 

immigrants will be unskilled. This is actually an advantage 

for the Japanese economy: unskilled labor in a variety of 

fields is scarce at present and will only get scarcer. One 

example of such a shortage is in the Japanese elder care 

industry. According to market evaluations performed by 

Goldman Sachs, the share of the Japanese population made 

up of people over the age of 70 will hit 24% by 2025, which 

may be the highest on Earth by then, while the number of 

workers employed in caring for the elderly will drop from 5 

workers per elderly person in 1995 to just 1.9 workers per 

elderly person by 2025 (Goldman Sachs 2017). While 5 

workers per elderly individual seems excessive, Japan’s 

elderly will require approximately 2.53 million nursing care 

workers by 2025; if the aforementioned drop in elder care 

employment occurs, then there could be a shortage of as many 

as 380,000 elder care workers or more by 2025, which could 

cripple that industry severely (“Shortage of nursing care 

workers” 2015). Training new immigrants in joining the labor 

force as caretakers for the elderly ought to reduce the stress 

on the job market in this field significantly. The same applies 

to many other sectors of the Japanese economy similarly 

endangered by declining labor supply. 

 
Political Hurdles to Increasing Immigration 

 

Data regarding popular sentiment towards 

immigrants amongst Japanese people show that citizens are 

often not as open-minded to an influx of foreigners as their 

international-student-recruiting corporations are. There is still 

significant evidence that the Japanese people in general are 

still committed to maintaining the homogenous society that 

they have maintained for generations. A 2015 study from 

Nagoya University included a poll showing that from 1995 to 

2003, the percentage of respondents in Japan believing that 



 

 

immigration should be reduced increased from about 35% to 

around 42%, and, by 2010, a different poll showed that the 

proportion of respondents against increasing the foreign 

population in Japan was over 60% (Green et. al 2015).  

One explanation for such trends in public opinion is 

rooted in contact theory, a theory that states that the prejudice 

against foreigners exists because there has not been enough 

contact between ethnic Japanese and foreign immigrants 

(Green et. al 2015). This makes sense as recent statistics show 

that there are only 2.1 million officially registered foreigners 

in the country, about 1.25% of the total population, which 

despite being such a small fraction, was still the largest on 

record at the time of the study (Green et. al 2015). However, 

contact theory also postulates that such anti-immigrant 

prejudice may decrease given more contact between ethnic 

Japanese peoples and foreigners, a notion that supports 

reforming immigration laws.  That study did show that the 

Japanese were more favorable to certain immigrant groups 

based on a number of factors, including racial similarities — 

Chinese and Korean immigrants were more tolerated based 

on their ability to blend in physically —  as well as proficiency 

in English (Green et. al 2015).  

Another study pointed out that, through exposure to 

information campaigns outlining the social and economic 

benefits of foreign immigration, study participants were 43% 

to 72% more likely to support a petition advocating for more 

immigrants (Facchini et. al 2016). This was possible because 

of a significant lack of knowledge on the topic of immigration 

in Japan; the aforementioned study noted that at the time of 

its execution, 46% of the respondents were not aware of 

Japan’s labor shortage and 29% did not even know that 

Japan’s population was aging over past 20 years (Facchini et. 

al 2016).  

This societal ignorance does not seem to be 

improving significantly, as a 1990 Japanese Cabinet Office 

public opinion survey showed that many Japanese were wary 

of the immigration of unskilled and semi-skilled workers due 

to fears of natural security (54% of respondents), loss of jobs 

for Japanese workers (52.7% of respondents) and other 

reasons. Survey results did not improve in a subsequent 

survey in 2004 which found “further deterioration in public 

sentiment” towards immigration. As a result of these fears, a 

2010 survey by the Cabinet Office was compelled to try a new 

approach to demonstrate support for foreign workers by 

completely avoiding questions about the skill-level of 

immigrant workers altogether. This research suggests that 

future policy work should be aimed at increasing immigration 

while also making immigrants more socially acceptable to 

current Japanese citizens. 

It is worth noting that using immigrants to address a 

shrinking working age demographic does have precedent 

around the world, one example being Germany and its current 

plans to use newly arrived refugees fleeing instability in the 

Middle East and North Africa by training them to become a 

“badly needed source of labor,” as Germany has one of the 

lowest birthrates on Earth. German Labor Minister Andrea 

Nahles has supported policies favoring this course of action, 

arguing that these immigrants have the potential to be “an 

important anchor of stability in Germany (Deutsche Welle 

2015).”  

 

Policy Proposal 
 

 Given the above findings, I propose that the Japanese 

government should further relax the Immigration Control Act 

to allow for at least 200,000 more immigrants annually for the 

purpose of maintaining population and labor force stability, 

as stipulated by the aforementioned study by the University 

of Chicago. The labor provided by these immigrants can be 

either skilled or unskilled and their place of origin is not 

immediately important. To help alleviate public prejudice 

against such foreigners, the government will also allocate 

funding for comprehensive English and Japanese language 

education programs to promote assimilation.  

Furthermore, in addition to increasing the size of the 

labor force, the government should also provide tax 

reductions to businesses based on how much offshore 

outsourcing of unskilled labor they partake in, particularly to 

ASEAN nations, for operations such as product assembly.  

Finally, Japan should also enter into commercial 

agreements with China and the ASEAN nations to impel them 

to either lower taxes on or subsidize the firms who provide 

the offshore labor for Japanese companies in order to further 

incentivize outsourcing agreements. 
 

Policy Justification 

 
The costs associated with transporting and housing 

these new arrivals, as well as educating them in essential skills 

like proficiency in English, will be substantial. To finance the 

aforementioned refugee program, the government of 

Germany estimates that it may have to spend as much as 7 

billion Euros on language classes and vocational training by 

2019 for the refugees they accept (Deutsche Welle 2015). 

Such an unprecedented approach to Japanese immigration 

policy may also have immense political ramifications. In 

addition to the negative trends in pro-immigrant sentiment 

exhibited by Japanese citizens in recent years, many Japanese 

find the idea of foreigners who do not look like them, speak 

their language, or know their culture coming into their 

country to be simply ridiculous.  

For example, one study seeking to gauge public 

opinion on immigration noted that Japanese respondents 

“simply laughed” when increasing immigration was brought 

up as the solution to a declining population, leading the 

scientist running the study to conclude that “it seems unlikely 

that the Japanese government will pursue any serious 

immigration reform because of the pushback from the public” 

(Jack 2016). However, as was also previously stated, the 

substantial political risks that accompany such radical 

immigration reform may be alleviated through the 

introduction of mandatory English and Japanese courses for 

all immigrants either through the public school system or 

extra programs for adults and children paid for by the 

Japanese government and the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), which lists education 



 

 

as a human right and has pledged to support childhood refugee 

education at the primary, secondary, and postsecondary levels 

(United Nations 2019). 

 

Attracting Immigration 

 
Regarding where the immigrants should come from, 

current scholarship already indicates that currently approved 

immigrants are often individuals of Japanese descent from 

other countries, termed Nikkejin, as well as nationals from the 

Philippines, Vietnam, and China, largely due to their 

geographic proximity to Japan as well as the fact that 

populations from these nations share similar physical features 

to the ethnically Japanese, potentially making them less likely 

to be victims of racial and social discrimination (Green et. al 

2015).  

In addition to promoting more immigration from 

Asian nations by reforming the Immigration Control Act to 

allow for more people from more socially acceptable 

countries, in order to attain the goal of 200,000 more 

immigrants to maintain a long-term sustainable labor force, 

the Japanese government should also solidify its partnership 

with the UNHCR and “provide land… to refugee protection 

and assistance programs” as stipulated by the United Nations 

Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, to which Japan is 

a signatory (United Nations 2019).  This condition, as well as 

the UNHCR recommendation that its partners enact 

“respectful asylum policies,” can easily translate into an 

efficient way for Japan to draw immigrants  — in the form of 

Middle Eastern refugees fleeing conflicts like the Syrian civil 

war — from currently overcrowded camps in countries like 

Jordan and Greece (United Nations 2019).  

 
Promoting Outsourcing 

 

Japanese manufacturers, regardless of industry, are 

usually rather cautious in their outsourcing operations, only 

doing so for products with “established, predictable markets” 

(Jiang et. al 2007). Accordingly, 80% of offshore outsourced 

products from Japanese firms have been previously produced 

domestically in Japan (Jiang et. al 2007). If the current labor 

shortage in Japan is to be addressed, the process for promoting 

offshore outsourcing should be accelerated, both through 

domestic and foreign policy actions.  

On the domestic front, the Japanese government 

could adopt policies that the United States has enacted to 

incentivize outsourcing to countries like China (a labor 

market that Japan can also benefit from outsourcing to), such 

as a 10% tax exemption on profits earned from investment 

overseas (Quinnell 2018). Japan could then tailor such a 

policy to allow for the most lucrative tax breaks in the certain 

industries with the greatest labor shortages. Unlike in the US, 

where the policy is under fire from unions such as the AFL-

CIO due to loss of jobs, Japanese labor may actually benefit 

by a reduced labor market shortage. 

More importantly, Japan should also take the 

international approach of entering into commercial 

agreements with ASEAN countries as well as other 

developing countries with vast labor populations and work 

forces such as China and India in order to make the process 

of offshore outsourcing even more palatable to efficiency-

oriented Japanese companies. To explain, regarding the North 

American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) between the 

United States, Canada, and Mexico, the US-based Economic 

Policy Institute has reported that an estimated 682,900 jobs 

have been outsourced from the United States abroad “because 

of the agreement and the resulting trade deficit” (Strachan 

2017). Further research specifies the types of jobs being 

transferred, showing that they are mainly in product assembly 

for commodities like motor vehicles and television sets 

(Fukao et. al 2003). It is worth noting that the largest Japanese 

corporations, like Toyota and Sony, also produce such goods.  

Obviously, nearly 700,000 jobs being lost is too 

much even for Japan’s labor shortage to absorb, and 

recreating NAFTA with Japan and other Asian countries is 

highly risky and perhaps even impossible due to Japan’s 

island status, a fact that makes transportation and other 

general commerce costs markedly higher than between the 

US, Canada, and Mexico. Still, the idea of lowering trade 

barriers to foster outsourcing seems promising. There is also 

precedent for trade barrier-reduction agreements between 

Japan and its Asian neighbors. In 2005, envoys from Japan 

and ASEAN member state Malaysia signed the Malaysia-

Japan Economic Partnership Agreement (MJEPA), where 

both countries pledged to lower tariffs on certain industrial 

and agricultural goods for free trade and perhaps labor 

mobility purposes (Ministry of International Trade and 

Industry 2019). If Japan can create more extensive Free Trade 

Agreements (FTAs) with ASEAN countries, China, or India, 

this may open up cheaper, more efficient, and therefore more 

profitable avenues for outsourcing for Japanese companies.  

 

Conclusion 

 

With the Japanese population set to lose over 20 

million people and potentially fall below 100 million 

inhabitants after 2050, and with the existing population aging 

faster and faster, the labor shortage situation is getting more 

dire by the year (Population Projections for Japan: 2001-

2050). As suggested in this paper, offshore outsourcing to 

other Asian nations is one option for relieving the stress of the 

current labor shortage off of the shrinking Japanese labor 

force. However, only through population growth — 

achievable in part through increased international 

immigration — can the Japanese economy permanently 

mitigate its demographic-related issues. 

A potential source for further research and inquiry 

would be to look into the exact factors contributing to 

Japanese population aging and decline, such as Japan’s 

unusually low birthrate, conservative social perceptions of 

marriage and reproduction, as well as the plethora of social, 

economic, and cultural reasons that are causing modern 

Japanese women to choose to have less children. Looking for 

ways to address those problems will likely complement what 

has been proposed here and help arrive at a potential solution 

to Japan’s demographic crisis and the threats it poses to the 

country’s national economy. 
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Trouble with Taiwan: The Future of Arm Sales in the Context of Sino-U.S. 

Relations 
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Since the end of the Second World War, the ongoing conflict between China and Taiwan has posed a challenge to U.S. policy. 

The following proposal addresses the threat to regional security posed by current contradictory policies in that define the 

relationship between the U.S., China, and Taiwan. The U.S. decision to sell arms to Taiwan has been a particularly contentious 

point in recent Sino-U.S. relations. After an analysis of these factors, we conclude that the best course of action is a reworking 

of international agreements to address the changes in U.S.-China-Taiwan relations that contribute to lack of direction in U.S. 

policy today.  

 

Introduction 

 
The US has consistently attempted to satisfy both 

China and Taiwan by supporting the growth of democracy in 

Taiwan while also preserving a peaceful and profitable 

relationship with China, its largest trading partner. 

Historically, there have been two major reasons for U.S. arm 

sales to Taiwan. First, Taiwan faces a serious threat from 

China, who does not recognize Taiwan as an independent, 

legitimate state. Arm sales are important to Taiwan’s ability 

to feel adequately safeguarded against potential foreign 

threats. Without sufficient military assets, Taiwan would be 

forced to rely entirely other countries to come to their defense 

in the case of an attack (Cheng, 2018). Given the proximity 

and power of China, this would be a precarious plan because 

other countries may not be able to mobilize fast enough to 

counter Chinese aggression. This defense strategy may also 

unnecessarily draw in other countries, turning a regional 

conflict into a global war. Second, arm sales also help the U.S. 

balance and contain Chinese power as China attempts to 

replace the U.S. on the world stage. U.S. endeavors to contain 

China are demonstrated not only by arms sales to Taiwan, but 

also to Japan, South Korea, and Australia (Thrall, Dorminey, 

and Brown, 2018). A deeper understanding of U.S. policy in 

East Asia over the past four decades is important to 

understand the current relationship between the U.S., Taiwan, 

and China, and form a basis for future policy.  

In 1972, China and the U.S. agreed to the Shanghai 

communiqué. This joint communiqué recognized an attempt 

by both countries to normalize relations. As part of the 

normalization process, the U.S. acknowledged both sides of 

the Taiwan Strait as the same country, with the officially 

recognized government in Beijing. This seemingly explicit 

recognition, however, is not as simple as appears. In the 

communiqué, the U.S. remained relatively ambiguous about 

the future of relations with Taiwan for strategic purposes 

(Orlins, 2017).  

This recognition in 1972 was the first demonstration 

of U.S. commitment to the One China Policy. Under the One 

China Policy, the U.S. recognizes that, in terms of official 

engagement, there is only one Chinese government. China 

does not believe Taiwan to be separate from mainland China 

and have made clear they are not willing to support Taiwanese 

efforts to declare independence. Any U.S. engagement with 

Taiwan is viewed as a threat to this mindset. On the other 

hand, the recognition was not meant as a definitive approval 

of the Chinese stance toward Taiwan. U.S. policy has since 

stated that the U.S. will maintain an unofficial relationship 

with Taiwan (Pramuk, 2016). 

In 1979, the U.S. diplomatically recognized Beijing 

instead of Taipei, which it had previously recognized 

(Kimball, 2012). This switch allowed the U.S. to align itself 

with the Shanghai communiqué, agreed to just five years 

prior. However, the shift also caused U.S. unilateral policy 

toward Taiwan to become an even more contentious issue. 

U.S. military support of Taiwan, particularly arm sales, has 

significantly hindered the potential for growth and trust in the 

Sino-US relationship (Kimball, 2012).  

The U.S. also signed the Taiwan Relations Act under 

the Carter Administration in 1979. This act commits the U.S. 

to aiding Taiwanese defense efforts, specifically to ensure 

Taiwan can maintain adequate self-defense capabilities to 

safeguard against outside threat (Kimball, 2012). The U.S. 

frequently points to this act as justification for continued arm 

sales to Taiwan. If the U.S. terminated arms sales, there would 

likely be an increased obligation for the U.S. to station troops 

in Taiwan (Thrall, Dorminey, and Brown, 2018). Although 

the passage of this act reassured Taiwan, it further 

complicated the U.S. relationship with China: an 

establishment of clear, bilateral policy with Taiwan came just 

as the U.S. formally recognized Beijing. 

Later, in 1982, the U.S. and China issued another 

joint communiqué. This communiqué was initiated by the 

Reagan Administration in response to Chinese demands for a 

fixed end-date for arm sales to Taiwan. Reagan’s intention 

was to foster better short-term relations with China in order to 

gain their support against the Soviet Union. In this 

communiqué, the U.S. claimed arms sales would not be part 

of their long-term policy toward Taiwan. The U.S. also 

specified any future arm sales would not pass the initial level 

of sales and would gradually decrease in size over time 

(Kimball, 2012). Reflecting on continued sales nearly three 

decades later, it is clear the U.S. has not adhered to the 

communiqué. Since 1979, U.S. arm sales to Taiwan have only 

increased: the two most recent sales alone, in June of 2017 



 

 

 

and September of 2018, totaled over 1.7 billion dollars 

(Cheng, 2018). The quality of weapons sold has also 

improved significantly (Kimball, 2012). In recent years, U.S. 

presidents have interpreted the communiqué’s agreement to 

reduce arms sales to be contingent on a military balance 

between China and Taiwan; this has not yet been achieved 

(Cheng, 2018). The Taiwan Relations Act, which is U.S. law, 

is also often more important to politicians than the 

communiqué (Kimball, 2012). 

 

Problem Definition 

 

The U.S. faces a problem in which it must strike a 

balance between its current policies and statements it has 

agreed to uphold to best support regional stability in the 

future. Specifically, the U.S. needs to support Taiwan while 

also maintaining steady relations with China. This is even 

more important as tensions rise in the Taiwan Strait and China 

becomes increasingly aggressive. China has spoken out 

countless times against U.S. arms sales to Taiwan and does 

not take increases in U.S. support for Taiwan lightly. China 

also claims that the continued arm sales violate international 

norms. Arm sales initially created a more stable environment 

by helping to address the imbalance of power in the region. 

The opposite may become true in the future, however, as 

China’s frustration grows. Arms sales could potentially 

provoke China to follow through on threats of violence 

against Taiwan (Thrall, Dorminey, and Brown, 2018). This 

risk is exacerbated by the current administrations of all three 

actors involved, which have displayed a pattern of 

provocative rhetoric and unwillingness to compromise 

(Sutter, 2019).  

Currently, there are no signs of the U.S.’ 

commitment to Taiwan waning. President Trump even 

accepted a call from the Taiwanese president Tsai Ing-wen 

just a few days after being elected (Gearan, 2016). Thus, the 

U.S. must devise an official policy that adequately addresses 

the importance of defending Taiwan without jeopardizing 

U.S. relations with China. Moving forward, the U.S. should 

focus its efforts on navigating these two relationships by 

updating current muddled policies that have not been 

reexamined since the late 1900s. 

 

Impacted Parties and Actors 

 
As previously mentioned, the three primary actors in 

this prolonged conflict are Taiwan, China, and the United 

States. Each are affected by, and have the power to affect, the 

situation in differing ways. For Taiwan, arms sales from the 

U.S. allow the state to maintain a sense of preparedness for 

the possibility of Chinese aggression (Cheng, 2018). The 

alliance with the U.S. also provides a certain legitimacy and 

power to the Taiwanese separation from China. Increases or 

decreases in U.S. arms sales, therefore, have a significant 

influence upon Taiwanese actions.  

 China is also heavily impacted by U.S. arms sales. 

In 2017, for example, China was angered by the increase in 

U.S. arms sales to Taiwan, stating that the action “‘severely 

damaged China’s security and sovereignty’” (Sevastopulo 

and Clover, 2017). Arms sales indicate support for Taiwan 

which has effects on public opinion in China, especially 

among nationalist groups that push for aggressive 

reunification (Kastner, Reed, and Chen, 2013). With the 

aforementioned increases in sales, China is forced to make 

decisions about whether and how to respond to the U.S.  

 The U.S. has the ability to affect both Taiwanese and 

Chinese actions in this situation. In the past, the U.S. has 

implemented a strategy of dual deterrence to manage the 

tensions between Taiwan and China (Yang, 2006). Dual 

deterrence involved continued arms sales to Taiwan coupled 

with strategic rhetoric and closer economic cooperation with 

China. While tensions remained, steady improvements in 

economic relations with China lessened the significance of 

the conflict in Sino-U.S. relations. Now, however, U.S. 

decisions regarding arms sales may have a different impact 

because of the deterioration of Sino-U.S. relations as a result 

of the ongoing trade war (Bloomberg, 2019). If a conflict were 

to arise as a result of arm sales, the U.S. would be impacted, 

at least at first, because of economic ties to the region and its 

commitment to Taiwanese defense through the Taiwan 

Relations Act (Sevastopulo and Clover, 2017). A conflict 

might also shift the trajectory of the trade war between the 

U.S. and China which has so far resulted in multiple Chinese 

concessions (Bloomberg, 2019).  

 Additionally, parties who might face indirect 

impacts of a conflict over arms sales in the region include all 

parties that are involved in the struggle over the South China 

Sea. This includes Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietnam, 

Malaysia, Brunei, Singapore, and Thailand (Council on 

Foreign Relations). Any increase in tensions over the Taiwan 

Strait would inevitably affect these parties as a result of their 

various alignments and interests.  

 

Motivations of Parties and Actors 

 
After examining the parties involved, it is clear that 

the fundamental issue in the conflict between Taiwan and 

China is one of fundamentally conflicting motives. Taiwan 

views itself as an independent, sovereign state and rejects the 

concept of reunification with mainland China (Yang, 2006). 

U.S. arms sales have been an essential source of Taiwanese 

security and ability to maintain a degree of balance between 

the countries, especially as China’s power has grown in recent 

years. In 2008, the newly elected Taiwanese President Ma 

Ying-Jeou took a more conciliatory approach to mainland 

China. The U.S. strongly endorsed this approach while 

pursuing closer economic relations with China under the 

Obama administration (Sutter, 2019). In 2016, however, 

Taiwanese elections shifted power to the Democratic 

Progressive Party with a more actively nationalistic ideology. 

The Party is not interested in military confrontation with 



 

 

 

China, but uncompromisingly rejects the One China policy 

(Sutter, 2019). This increases Taiwanese motivation to 

maintain or expand levels of arms sales and cooperation with 

the U.S.  

 China, contrastingly, accepts only the One China 

principle (Yang, 2006). China has previously expressed their 

anger over arms sales through strong emotional rhetoric but 

without concrete action (Kastner, Reed, and Chen, 2013). 

Because China must take into account public opinion and 

national pride when it comes to Taiwan, they have been able 

to appease these interests with symbolic retaliations. China 

sees U.S. arms sales as an attempt to contain Chinese power 

(Kastner, Reed, and Chen, 2013). Each time the U.S. 

increases arms sales, domestic pressures push China to 

retaliate, raising the costs of U.S. action; however, China must 

take other factors into consideration. If it were to retaliate 

aggressively, with tariffs, for example, China risks the U.S. 

choosing to maintain arms sales despite the costs. This would 

signal a more active commitment to Taiwan and reduce 

China’s bargaining leverage with Taiwan (Kastner, Reed, and 

Chen, 2013). At the moment, China is capable of invading 

Taiwan; success would then be determined by Taiwan’s 

ability to defend itself, which is dependent upon related to 

arms sales and the possibility of direct U.S. involvement. The 

choice to invade the island or punish the U.S. more severely 

for arms sales in the future will be influenced by the 

magnitude of arms sales, domestic nationalist influence, and 

the impact of the sales on the cross-strait balance of power 

(Kastner, Reed, and Chen, 2013).  

 Considering these conflicting goals, the U.S. faces 

the challenge of balancing arms sales and relations with China 

in a precarious situation. In the past, the official U.S. strategy 

has focused on regional peace and stability, simultaneously 

deterring unilateral action and equalizing the capabilities of 

each side (Yang, 2006). During the Bush administration, there 

was a shift towards single deterrence of China by increasing 

support and arms sales to Taiwan. The objective of this shift 

was enhancement of Taiwan’s self-defensive abilities, but the 

administration was still careful to avoid policy rhetoric that 

might annoy China to the point of harsh retaliation (Yang, 

2006). After 9/11, Sino-U.S. relations began to shift towards 

increased cooperation, especially as the PRC gained greater 

regional leverage. In 2004, for example, the former 

Taiwanese president attempted a shift towards independence. 

The Bush administration chose to oppose the shift in favor of 

the status quo and better relations with China. Bush’s attempt 

to increase support for Taiwan, as the Trump administration 

has recently done, was eventually reversed to maintain 

stability.  

 An examination of arms sales to Taiwan through an 

isolated lens reveals significant benefits (Thrall, Dorminey, 

and Brown, 2018). When accounting for the relationship with 

China, however, the downsides become apparent. The U.S. 

has found a balance between commitments to China under 

Sino–US joint communiqués and obligations to Taiwan under 

Taiwan Relations Act (Yang, 2006). Now, the Trump 

administration has elected to take a more aggressive tone in 

support of Taiwan, even questioning the One China policy 

briefly toward the start of the term (Sutter, 2019). The 

resulting uncertainty in U.S. motivations and the loss of a 

cohesive strategy of deterrence increases the likelihood of 

arms sales leading to conflict.  

 

Policy Statement 
 

We propose the U.S. should create a new framework 

that redefines our strategy toward China and Taiwan in terms 

of U.S. recognition and support of Taiwan. This framework 

would consist of bilateral agreements between the U.S. and 

each respective country. This framework would allow for 

clarification of outdated policies that now contradict each 

other while maintaining a certain degree of ambiguity. 

Specifically, these policies include the joint communiqué of 

1982, which rejects arm sales as a long term policy, and the 

Taiwan Relations Act of 1979, which commits the U.S. to 

continued support of Taiwanese defense efforts (Kimball, 

2012). 

First, the bilateral agreement with China should 

make clear the U.S. will continue arm sales to Taiwan as long 

as a reasonable threat from China exists. Arm sales will be up 

to the discretion of the U.S. and implemented as the U.S. 

deems necessary based on a reasonable assessment of Chinese 

military superiority, so long as Taiwan still requests them. 

Thus, if the apparent threat of Chinese aggression 

significantly decreases, in both Chinese rhetoric and policy, 

the U.S. is no longer obligated to sell arms to Taiwan. In 

return for China accepting the continuation of these sales, the 

U.S. will reinforce its commitment to the One China Policy in 

all symbolic settings. 

Second, the bilateral agreement with Taiwan should 

determine the future course of U.S. defense support toward 

Taiwan with regards to arms sales. The primary objective of 

this agreement is to renegotiate our obligations under the 

Taiwan Relations Act. The specifics should include a design 

that can be updated every two fiscal years to account for 

changes in the political environment and budgeting. There 

will be no discussion of other military obligations to retain 

ambiguity with regards to U.S. intervention. This is an 

attempt to best ensure the peace of the South China Sea region 

in the coming years while simultaneously supporting 

Taiwanese self-defensive capabilities.  

 

Policy Justification 
 

The situation at hand is precarious primarily as a 

result of the aforementioned contradictory agreements made 

under different political circumstances and at a different 

period in time. It is therefore reasonable to diplomatically 

suggest to China an updated agreement that clarifies our 

support for Taiwan. The goal of the agreement would be to 

avoid future confusion and remove an additional factor of 

tension from regional policy decisions. China’s rise as a 



 

 

 

military and economic power makes Taiwan’s desire for 

continued support reasonable from the point of view of the 

United States. Ideologically, the U.S. also has an obligation 

to support the democracy of Taiwan against outside threats in 

order to promote democracy in the region as a whole. 

Recently, for example, President Xi Jinping stated that China 

reserves the right to use force to bring Taiwan under its 

control but will first attempt “peaceful reunification” 

(Reuters, 2019). As long as Chinese rhetoric and actions 

signal a potential threat to Taiwan, the U.S. should be able to 

provide support to Taiwan through arms sales without 

violating outdated international law.  

 If the apparent threat to Taiwan decreases, in both 

rhetoric and action, and China presents evidence of this, the 

U.S. will agree to a gradual reduction of arms sales. If this 

trend reverses, the U.S. will resume larger quantities of arms 

sales. In exchange for China’s willingness to update the 

assertions made in the joint communiqué of 1982, the U.S. 

commits to support to the One China policy in all official 

circumstances. The U.S. understands the importance of this 

policy to the Chinese government’s objectives and the 

broader maintenance of peace in the region. Because China’s 

retaliation to past U.S. increases in arms support to Taiwan 

have been rhetorical rather than active, the symbolic incentive 

of renewed U.S. support for the One China policy should be 

effective in facilitating this agreement (Kastner, Reed, and 

Chen, 2013).  

 Additional strengths of the proposed agreement 

include the opportunity for productive collaboration between 

the U.S. and China in the wake of the subsiding trade war. 

The trade war also presents a weakness because it has 

increased tensions between the two countries. This could 

cause issues if China is less willing to cooperate with the 

proposed changes as a result of trade war tensions. The 

deterioration of U.S.-China relations, however, makes the 

restructuring of U.S.-Taiwan arms sales policy especially 

important because it would decrease uncertainty with regards 

to level of U.S. support for Taiwan, promoting overall 

regional stability.  

 In terms of the agreement with Taiwan, the U.S. 

needs to prioritize a clarification of what U.S. defense to 

Taiwan will look like in the future. This clarification, 

however, should focus solely on the future of U.S. arm sales 

to Taiwan. Any further explanation of U.S. defense 

commitments to Taiwan risks overcommitting the U.S. and 

unnecessarily provoking China. A narrow explanation solely 

focusing on arm sales also ensures that Taiwan is not overly 

dependent on the U.S. for support and recognizes the 

importance of developing their own defense strategies (Yang, 

2006). Limited support will continue to incentivize Taiwan to 

avoid conflict because Taiwan would still have a weaker 

security system compared to China (Sevastopulo and Clover, 

2017). While updating commitments is necessary to 

recognize the changes that have occurred since the 

establishment of the status quo, some ambiguity in U.S.-

China-Taiwan relations is beneficial.  

Additionally, given simultaneous reinforcement of 

the One China Policy in all other realms in the U.S. agreement 

with China, this agreement should not be perceived as a legal 

recognition of Taiwan. Other ASEAN nations, like South 

Korea and Australia, would seemingly support these U.S. 

actions since they allow for a continued balance against the 

Chinese threat to the region (Thrall, Dorminey, and Brown, 

2018). Without continued arm sales to Taiwan, these nations 

would likely feel increased pressure to take sides with the 

increased possibility of a regional power struggle. A potential 

downfall of this policy is the possibility that Taiwan would 

react negatively, out of concern over what may appear to be 

waning U.S. support. However, given Taiwan’s need for U.S. 

defensive support and arm sales, they are not likely to 

severely protest U.S. terms (Yang, 2006).  

 

Conclusion 

 

               For U.S.-Sino relations to improve in the future, the 

U.S. must craft new policy that more explicitly details the 

future relationship between the U.S. and Taiwan. This is 

especially true for the role of the U.S. in Taiwanese defense 

efforts. Without a new framework, future U.S. actions would 

likely contradict one of the agreements currently governing 

the relationship and could provoke disproportionate 

responses. Ambiguity, to some extent, is necessary to 

maintain the balance of power and cope with unexpected 

changes. With increasing tensions in the region, however, 

some clarification of U.S. intentions would bolster the 

diplomatic structures integral to the maintenance of peace 

within the region. 
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The UK is currently planning to leave the European Union, a phenomenon known as “Brexit”. This paper examines the issue 

of Brexit as it relates to the UK labor market. Through examining various economic indicators and relating them to 

unemployment rates through a regression, this paper provides a framework to translate predicted changes in these indicators to 

changes in the health of the UK labor market with the ultimate goal of determining what form of Brexit is least destructive to 

the UK labor market. Three different scenarios are tested: a “hard” Brexit with no EU-UK deal, a “semi-Brexit” wherein the 

EU and UK reach a trade deal, and a situation where the UK maintains very close ties to the EU. The paper ultimately 

determines that a higher level of integration will have a less adverse effect on the labor market, but the resilience of the market 

is such that all scenarios’ effects are significantly milder than expected.  

 

 

Introduction 

 

On June 23, 2016, the British public engaged in a 

referendum to exit from the European Union (informally 

known as “Brexit”). Most experts believed that the voters 

would elect to remain; however, in a turn of events that 

shocked the international community and most of the British 

political leadership (including Prime Minister David 

Cameron himself), the proposal passed with 51.9% of the vote 

(“EU: IN OR OUT?”, 2016). The consequences of this 

referendum are sure to change the economic relationship 

between the UK and the rest of Europe in an unprecedented 

manner, but it is perhaps even more alarming that the form 

and scale of this change has not yet been predicted with a high 

degree of certainty. In order to make these types of 

predictions, it is first necessary to understand the relevant 

factors that led to the referendum as well as its result. 

 

 

One such factor is the EU’s current state of economic 

distress. The British public was very likely influenced by 

issues across the Channel, associating them with European 

Union membership. For example, Southern European nations 

were (and still are) experiencing high unemployment rates. 

Youth unemployment in particular has been hovering around 

20% since the 2008 economic crisis, and public work 

programs have failed disastrously in amending this (Caliendo, 

2016). Unemployment has also been an issue to a lesser extent 

in other EU nations with the notable exception of Germany. 

There are also high levels of debt across the “Eurozone” 

nations (which use the euro exclusively), although the average 

debt to GDP ratio for these nations is roughly the same as the 

UK’s ratio; Greece, Italy, Spain, and other high-profile debt-

ridden countries likely skewed the British public’s perception 

of this matter (Pope, 2018). The combination of debt and 

unemployment greatly hampers prospects for economic 

growth in much of the EU. As a point of comparison, the 

current GDP growth rate in the UK is roughly a tenth of the 

United States’ (0.40% versus 4.1% as of September 2018) 

(Pope, 2018). To compound this, the British pound had high 

relative worth when compared to the euro, leading many to 

believe that the EU was “dragging down” the UK to its own 

economic standard. British “Euroskeptics” believed that 

staying in the EU might lead to the UK adopting these issues 

present in other EU nations.  

 

Another equally significant reason for the Brexit 

vote was a growing tide of nationalism across the UK in the 

face of the EU’s perceived infringements upon the national 

sovereignty of its members. In particular, the issue of 

immigration inflamed Brexit voters; the EU had been in the 

process of creating a common European asylum/resettlement 

framework for Middle Eastern refugees of which the British 

population wanted no part. Studies showed that around 83% 

of the British public favored a reduced level of immigration 

(Blinder, 2019). In addition, the majority of voters said they 

believed that a Brexit would lower the level of immigration, 

with only 3% saying that it would lead to more (Clarke, 2017). 

The combination of these two facts probably contributed 

heavily to the result. Furthermore, the UK Independence 

Party (UKIP) rose up as a growing political movement due to 

these kinds of concerns, and it played a major role in swaying 

the public’s opinion on the Brexit referendum as well as 

exerting political pressure (Clarke, 2016).  

 

Finally, British voters were tired of what they 

perceived as political elitism on the part of the established 

Conservative and Labour parties as well as British financial 

institutions (Freeden, 2016); these groups advocated for the 

UK to remain in the EU, and voters’ distaste for them could 

have caused their efforts to backfire. A study was conducted 



 

 

correlating voters’ perceptions of UK political figures and 

their votes, showing that voter support for politicians Boris 

Johnson and Nigel Farage (both staunch Brexit supporters) 

increased the likelihood of a vote to leave, while support for 

David Cameron did the opposite (Clarke, 2016). Considering 

that the majority of British politicians were in the “remain” 

camp,” it is possible that negative public perceptions caused 

their endorsements to have an effect opposite of the one 

intended. Additionally, it appears that anti-elitism and nativist 

sentiments combined produced a sort of “compounding 

effect”, where voters exhibiting both of these traits were much 

more likely to vote in favor of Brexit when compared to solely 

anti-elitist voters (Iakhnis, 2018). 

 

The combination of these pressures led Prime 

Minister David Cameron to declare that a referendum 

regarding leaving the EU would occur if a Conservative 

government was voted in during the 2015 general election 

(Watson, 2013). This is indeed what came to pass, and 

Cameron resigned (to be replaced by current PM Theresa 

May) after the referendum was complete (“Brexit: David 

Cameron”, 2016). From that point up to the present day, the 

UK has been engaged in contentious negotiations with the EU 

to determine the new relationship between the two parties. It 

should be noted that failed negotiations will result in a “hard 

Brexit” and complete separation; this would erect significant 

barriers to international economic activity across the Channel, 

preventing the UK from enjoying its current trade ties and 

membership in Europe’s “single market.” The outcome of 

these negotiations is of particular importance to the UK’s 

labor market, which has leaned heavily on immigrants from 

the rest of Europe to provide a steady worker supply. A form 

of Brexit that does not include free worker movement would 

require a restructuring of the immigration framework, perhaps 

even in a bilateral manner with other individual nations (if the 

EU is unwilling to make such a deal as a single party). This 

paper aims to determine how the UK can leave the EU with 

the least negative impact on their labor markets.  

 

Regression Methodology 

 

For the purposes of understanding/predicting how 

labor markets would be affected under various different legal 

frameworks for Brexit, it is necessary to find a good measure 

for labor market “health” as well as a link between this value 

and measured macroeconomic indicators. By predicting 

changes in these indicators under various Brexit conditions, it 

is possible to determine such conditions’ effects on the UK 

labor market. The labor market health statistic that will be 

used for the purposes of this analysis is the unemployment 

rate. While this rate has been increasingly criticized as an 

incomplete measure, research has shown that the bulk of the 

variance in complex labor market indices is indeed due to 

fluctuations in the unemployment rate (which have a strong 

negative correlation with labor market health). Alternative 

variables such as labor force participation do not correlate to 

such index changes as completely (Dvorkin, 2017). 

 

Next, a list of relevant macroeconomic indicators 

must be compiled. One such indicator is the growth in the real 

wage (“Average Weekly Earnings,” 2018; “Inflation, 

Consumer Prices,” 2018). This reflects the growth in actual 

purchasing power for a given wage by subtracting the growth 

in inflation from the nominal wage growth. To avoid 

collinearity in the regression, this will be used in place of both 

inflation and nominal wage variables. Strong real wage 

growth serves to strengthen labor supply, since the promise of 

increasing living standards is attractive to unemployed 

individuals as well as foreign workers; presumably, this 

should have some relation to the actual of unemployment and 

labor market prosperity. 

 

Another relevant measure is GDP, which is a useful 

statistic for viewing economic activity within a country 

despite is simplicity. Overall economic activity is presumably 

a catalyst for increased job opportunity and a lower 

unemployment rate, leading to better labor market “health.” 

The value of GDP in the data series used is the current value 

of the U.S. dollar (“Gross Domestic Product,” 2019).  

 

Labor productivity growth is another measure that is 

perhaps one of the most fundamental with respect to the 

strength of a labor market. Generally speaking, productivity 

increases without higher worker demand will result in higher 

unemployment rates. Without including this, it is difficult to 

factor in the growing “value” of an individual job in the UK’s 

labor market as opposed to elsewhere. Most established 

Brexit research incorporates productivity changes into 

estimates for GDP, so this variable in itself will not be 

included.  

 

Finally, foreign direct investment (FDI) will be 

included since it likely constitutes an appreciable portion of 

overall investment in labor. The values in the data used are 

calculated using 2013 U.S. dollars, since the most reliable 

series available was discontinued at that time (“Financial 

Account: Liabilities,” 2017).  

Now that relevant variables have been isolated, the 

next step is to regress the UK’s annual unemployment rate 

against the indicators mentioned above to determine how they 

would affect the unemployment rate (and consequently the 



 

 

labor market). This can be accomplished through a multiple 

linear regression, the results of which are shown below. To 

minimize the possible negative effects of heteroscedasticity 

and outliers in the data, as well as to better approximate a 

linear relationship, log transformations of the variables were 

used. In cases where there were negative rates of growth 

(since log functions cannot have negative inputs), the data 

was shifted in the positive direction by some constant value 

before taking the log value. The results of the regression are 

shown below, with the actual regression output in STATA 

appended to the paper:  

 

log(𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑒)                                                             

= 6.261 − 0.115 ∗ log(𝐹𝐷𝐼)                    

− 0.328 ∗ log(𝐺𝐷𝑃)                                                         

− 0.0269 ∗ log(𝑅𝑒𝑎𝑙 𝑊𝑎𝑔𝑒 𝐺𝑟𝑜𝑤𝑡ℎ) 

 

It should be noted that the listed variables explain the 

majority of the variance in unemployment, but there is still a 

sizable portion of the variance that isn’t; therefore, the 

possible variance in the results should be noted when drawing 

conclusions.  

 

In order to evaluate Brexit situations with respect to 

the labor market by using this regression formula, it is 

necessary to make predictions about how the variable inputs 

will change. This can be accomplished by integrating 

previous research using sophisticated economic models, 

mainly the National Institute Global Econometric Model 

(NiGEM).  

 

Possible Brexit Scenarios 

 

“Hard” Brexit 

The first possible Brexit scenario is a “hard” Brexit 

wherein the UK is completely separated from the EU. This 

situation would be the result of no post-Brexit trade deal 

between the EU and UK and would almost certainly hamper 

international trade between the UK and all other nations. Not 

only would the UK lose access to the single mark, but it would 

also have to renegotiate bilateral trade and immigration 

agreements with EU nations as well as “third party” nations 

that had traded with the UK through the existing EU 

framework. The main form of analysis used for this is the 

NiGEM model; different predictions with this model have 

been made using different assumptions, and the most 

plausible of these assumptions lead to the changes listed 

below (Ebell, 2016). The predicted effects of such a situation 

are as follows: 

 

Indicator Change Current Value 

FDI (Ebell, 2016) ~25% 

Reduction 

8,525,000,000 

GDP (Erken, 2018) ~18% 

Reduction 

521,762,000,000 

Real Wage Growth 

(Ebell, 2016) 

~5% Decrease 0.3% 

Productivity Incorporated 

into GDP 

Change 

 

 

In terms of the regression (using current values for 

the indicators), the change to the unemployment rate can be 

calculated by taking the difference of the various terms. The 

calculations are shown below. Note that the values for wage 

percentage growth have been increased by a flat value of 5 

to be able to calculate with negative growth rates as 

mentioned earlier:  

 

Δlog 𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑒                                                                 

= 6.261 − 0.115

∗ [log(0.75 ∗ 8,525,000,000) − log(8,525,000,000)]

− 0.328 ∗ [log(0.82 ∗ 521,762,000,000)

− log (521,762,000,000)]  − 0.0269

∗ [log(0.3) − log(5.3)] = 𝟎. 𝟎𝟕𝟔𝟐 

 

Based on this, the change in the log value of 

unemployment should be roughly 0.0762, which translates to 

a rough increase of 1.192% in the unemployment rate. This 

should be indicative of a decrease in labor market health. It 

should be noted that this is likely to be significantly 

underestimating the actual effects of a “hard” Brexit on labor 

market prosperity, since trade differences are not captured 

by the regression. According to separate estimates using the 

NiGEM model, the UK’s exports to the EU are expected to 

drop by more than half, leading to a 20-30% reduction in 

total regional trade (Ebell, 2016). This should intuitively 

lead to a further increase in unemployment, assuming that 

most displaced workers don’t choose to leave the workforce 

altogether. The projected change in unemployment above 

also fails to account for changes to immigration law, such as 

bilateral agreements with individual countries, since this is 

far too complex to model with certainty. Presumably, 

restricted immigration for the purposes of employment could 

have a negative effect on the labor market. This is the most 

drastic change out of all Brexit scenarios, s it should have 

the largest negative bias with regards to its prediction. 

 

 

 



 

 

“Semi-Brexit” 

In addition to a complete removal from the EU, the UK 

could also engage in a form of Brexit wherein they continue 

to maintain some trade connection to the EU. This would be 

the most likely scenario in the event of a post-Brexit deal 

between the UK and EU, leading to some sort of goods trade 

framework. The UK would still have to negotiate new 

bilateral agreements with outside nations that it had 

previously dealt with under EU rules, but there would be no 

need to do so for the EU nations themselves. It is highly 

unlikely, however, that such an agreement would maintain 

the same freedom of immigration as exists currently. When 

it comes to the assumptions outside of the regression model, 

freedom of immigration and trade levels will almost 

certainly be higher than they would be under a “hard” 

Brexit, leading to a smaller bias. The predicted effects are 

listed here, using the same sources as the previous scenario: 

 

Indicator Change Current Value 

FDI ~17% Reduction 8,525,000,000 

GDP ~10% Reduction 521,762,000,000 

Real Wage 

Growth 

~3% Decrease 0.3% 

Productivity Incorporated into 

GDP Change 

 

 

Using the regression model outlined earlier, the results of 

these projected changes are: 

 

Δlog 𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑒                                                                 

= 6.261 − 0.115

∗ [log(0.83 ∗ 8,525,000,000) − log(8,525,000,000)]

− 0.328 ∗ [log(0.9 ∗ 521,762,000,000)

− log (521,762,000,000)]  − 0.0269

∗ [log(2.3) − log(5.3)] = 𝟎. 𝟎𝟑𝟒𝟏 

 

The projected change in the unemployment rate is 

slightly less than in the previous scenario, translating to a 

1.08% increase; it is clear that this outcome is preferable to 

that of a “hard” Brexit with a smaller increase in 

unemployment. However, the actual difference in 

unemployment rates between scenarios is quite small when 

compared to the obviously drastic effects on the British 

economy. This could be a testament to both the lack of 

trade/immigration variables as well as the “elasticity” of the 

unemployment rate over time. 

Close Relationship 

A third possible scenario is that the UK changes 

course in negotiations, desiring a significantly closer post-

Brexit relationship with the EU than they have signaled so far. 

For the purposes of analysis, this includes membership in the 

European Economic Area (an extension of the single market) 

and general trade freedoms similar to an EU member with 

lower contributions. Immigration freedom here is the highest 

out of the three scenarios listed, although it is still unlikely 

that the freedom afforded by EU membership will remain. 

Note that the GDP reduction is expected to be the same as it 

was in the previous scenario excluding trade differences.  

 

Indicator Change 

Compared to 

Baseline 

Current Value  

FDI ~10% Reduction 8,525,000,000 

GDP ~10% Reduction 521,762,000,000 

Real Wage 

Growth 

~0% Reduction 0.3% 

Productivity Incorporated into 

GDP Change 

N/A 

 

Δlog 𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑒                                                                

= 6.261 − 0.115

∗ [log(0.9 ∗ 8,525,000,000) − log(8,525,000,000)]

− 0.328 ∗ [log(0.9 ∗ 521,762,000,000)

− log (521,762,000,000)] = 𝟎. 𝟎𝟐𝟎𝟐𝟕 

 

The estimate here is slightly smaller than the 

estimate for a soft Brexit at a 1.0478 % unemployment 

increase (barring trade and immigration). Ultimately, there 

does not appear to be a significant difference between this 

scenario and the previous one when the regression is assumed 

to be independent of the previously discussed exogenous 

assumptions.  

 

Policy Conclusion 

 

General Strategy 

It is clear based on the results shown that higher 

levels of integration are indeed better for the UK labor market. 

The projected values should be put into context, however; 

even under assumptions of a hard Brexit, with large 

reductions in GDP and FDI, the unemployment increase 

projected (before considering trade/immigration) is roughly 

3%. This means that the UK labor market is impressively 

elastic and should be able to weather the proverbial storm 

regardless of how the UK decides to exit from the EU despite 

short-term setbacks. At most, it appears that Brexit will result 

in somewhat exacerbated cyclical unemployment, but there 

are no results that would indicate a severe structural 

unemployment increase. It is entirely possible that people will 

elect to leave the labor force, which would result in this 



 

 

regression model underestimating the actual effect on the 

labor market (due to the nature of how unemployment as a 

statistic is calculated), but the calculated increases in 

unemployment should at least be representative of the relative 

differences between the options.  

 

Potential Solutions 

Now that the least harmful path for Brexit is clear, 

the next step is to isolate more specific policy solutions that 

can retain inclusion in the current EU framework despite 

leaving the organization. One important aspect of this should 

be immigration. Currently, the EU framework allows for 

relatively unrestricted movement across country borders 

when seeking employment, and workers from less wealthy 

countries have often taken advantage of this to move to the 

UK. According to research estimates, there are currently 

around 3 million EU citizens living in the UK that are 

expected to seek permanent residence if a Brexit occurs; it is 

not feasible for the UK to remove all of these individuals 

before processing them, nor would it be of any benefit 

(Goodhart, 2017). An expedited citizenship and/or visa 

process for long-time EU residents will be necessary to keep 

the UK’s immigrant labor force present and functioning 

immediately after separating. In addition, it is critical for the 

UK to streamline the process of border checks for goods 

coming to the EU. Under a “hard” Brexit, border checks could 

start overnight, completely disrupting a variety of different 

businesses that currently depend on the freedom of goods 

transport across EU borders. To avoid this, the UK must reach 

an agreement with the EU on this front as well as clearly 

communicate the agreement’s contents to avoid confusion. 

Furthermore, some sort of ad-hoc administrative body should 

be created to direct any transition to a new border customs 

arrangement. There are simply too many unique actors, 

including both government organizations and private actors 

like port operators (Owen, 2017). This appears to be, quite 

frankly, a near-impossible task to execute properly, but the 

difficulty will be higher by many orders of magnitude unless 

there is one group responsible for coordination.  

 

The solutions outlined above aren’t necessarily the 

only paths forward in a post-Brexit world, but they can 

certainly be accomplished to some degree for a smoother 

transition. It is difficult, however, to assume that similar steps 

will be taken by the British government, since Parliament has 

recently rejected a total of eight different Brexit proposals 

including some of the characteristics outlined above as well 

as a no-deal exit scenario (Brexit Votes”, 2019). The 

predictions of labor market elasticity made earlier only hold 

true if external factors, such as immigration and trade, don’t 

change such that they cause appreciable economic distress 

(either through the policies suggested above or others); failure 

to ensure this could greatly hamper the UK labor market’s 

ability to cope with a Brexit in any form.  
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Appendix: STATA Regression Output 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I’m not a very good one to give advice; but just don’t let the critics discourage you or push you 

off course...Your success is now our country’s success. I am rooting for you.” 

President George H. W. Bush 

 

“If you’re walking down the right path and you’re willing to keep walking, eventually you’ll 

make progress.” 

President Barack Obama 

 


