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IntroductionMiguel Ángel Ballesteros Martín

Terrorist organisations are the key players in many of the conflicts that 
make the news headlines these days. The two major conflicts are ta-
king place in Syria and Iraq, but the ones in Libya, the Sahel and Nigeria, 
amongst others, must also be mentioned. On these grounds, it seems ad-
visable to carry out an analysis of the jihadist terrorist strategies that may 
facilitate the search of solutions for the pacification of those conflicts.

The evolution of Jihadist Terrorism

The withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan in 1989, after nine 
years of war against the Afghan Islamic insurgents

and the fighters recruited from 1980 by Osama bin Laden, was conside-
red by the latter to be a victory over one of the two major military powers: 
the USSR. In 1988, based on the experience he had gained in recruiting 
and training foreign fighters to join forces with the Afghans in the insu-
rrection, their leader, bin Laden, set up the jihadist organisation Al Qaeda.

According to the Soviet archives, the generals advised against deploying 
forces in Afghanistan, but the Communist Politburo preferred to take no-
tice of the KGB reports. As a result, soon after the Soviet Army arrived in 
Afghanistan, it found that it was not prepared for a guerrilla war in hostile 
territory that eventually cost the lives of more than 15,000 soldiers. Three 
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years after the Soviet troops had left Afghanistan, the Pro-Russian Go-
vernment of the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), found 
itself forced to resign, leaving power in the hands of the Warlords in each 
region.

Meanwhile, Afghan refugees in Pakistan formed the Islamic Taliban mo-
vement that, in alliance with Al Qaeda, managed to gain control over the 
government in Kabul in September 1996. The success of those years of 
struggle for power in Afghanistan, led bin Laden and other radical Isla-
mic leaders to establish, on 23rd February 1998, the World Front for Jihad 
against Jews and Crusaders or World Islamic Front (WIF), which conglo-
merated about twenty jihadist organisations that joined forces to wage 
a «Holy War» or Jihad against the Jews and the Crusaders. They were 
laying the first foundations of the global jihadist terrorism that we are 
now facing. Success in Afghanistan encouraged bin Laden to look for new 
scenarios to carry on his own particular war in an attempt to implement 
Sharia Law in the countries where the Sunnis were in the majority.

The intention was to carry out much more ambitious terrorist attacks, 
with impact at a world scale, against the West and its Moslem Govern-
ment allies. In order to achieve this, he did not hesitate to single out a 
priority target, the world’s greatest power at the time: the United States.

The founders of the WIF took a step towards what the Professor Emeri-
tus of Political Sciences and expert in the terrorist phenomenon at the 
University of California, David C. Rapoport1described after the terrorist 
attacks on 9/11, as the «Fourth Wave of Terrorism», which he considered 
to be «religion-based» and that was international in nature. This was a 
continuation of the three waves that preceded it: the first of these was the 
terrorist attacks of anarchist inspiration that occurred in Tsarist Russia, 
the second wave, overlapping the first one, being the attacks by terrorist 
groups that took place during the decolonisation processes subsequent 
to the First World War, and the third wave was brought about by left-wing 
extremists, such as those that abounded in Latin America or Europe, 
which began in the final decades of the Cold War, where the USSR’s war 
in Afghanistan was initially framed. This latter wave was succeeded by 
the international terrorism which had its origins in the WIF.

The attacks that were perpetrated on 11th September 2001, against the 
World Trade Centre and the Pentagon, showed the world that the lethal 
capacity of this terrorist organisation was only limited by its own lack of 
capacity and by its strategic interests. The number of fatalities caused, 
nearly 3,000, was higher than the death toll in each of the Arab-Israeli 
Wars. Furthermore, the attacks made it clear that no territory was safe 

1 RAPOPORT, David C., The Four Waves of Terrorism, UCLA, 2004. Available at: http://
www.international.ucla.edu/media/files/Rapoport-Four-Waves-ofModern-Terrorism.pdf.
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against this type of terrorism. The North Atlantic Council did not hesitate 
to invoke Article 5 of the Washington Treaty, considering it to be an attack 
of major proportions perpetrated from the exterior, against a Member 
State. This made it necessary to review all the strategies and theories as-
sociated with the study of terrorism. Ever since, there has been a plethora 
of articles, analytical documents and books dealing with the phenomenon 
of jihadist Terrorism from a variety of perspectives.

Although we can trace the origins of terrorism to several thousand years 
ago, Al Qaeda’s global terrorism is a contemporary phenomenon because 
it requires the large-scale use of information and communication techno-
logies and very especially of the social networks.

We can classify terrorism in terms of its sphere of activity. Jihadist terro-
rism was first a local phenomenon, with political objectives on a national 
level whose attacks targeted areas within the boundaries of the State 
– nation whose institutions it wished to subvert. This was the case with 
jihadist terrorism in Afghanistan at the beginning of the 90s. Shortly af-
ter however, the terrorist groups endeavoured to seek safety by setting 
havens beyond the nearest frontiers, giving rise to transnational terro-
rism, along the lines of the activities utilised by the Taliban since their 
inception, positioning themselves on the other side of the Durand Line, 
in Pakistani territory, Islamabad’s Government being likewise unable to 
control everything that happens.

The third type of terrorism is the global terrorism practised by Al Qaeda, 
which commenced on 9/11. This terrorism can strike in most areas of 
the planet and establishes a political objective of a worldwide nature that 
involves re-establishing and extending the Caliphate. It is a type of terro-
rism that is able to carry out attacks anywhere in the world however far 
the targets are from its bases. It is a form of terrorism capable of utilising 
global modes of transport such as civil aviation and of turning them into 
major incendiary devices. It is a form of mega-terrorism that can make 
use of any possibilities that technology puts within its reach. We are dea-
ling with a terrorism that attempts to spread itself as the best way of 
achieving territorial and numerical growth.

The decentralisation of Al Qaeda has had a multiplying effect that has 
strengthened the role of jihadist Salafism. It has proved to be extremely 
versatile in dispersing itself to adapt to an insecure environment. The 
current leader of Al Qaeda, Ayman Al-Zawahiri, was the strategist who 
favoured the use of «the indirect blow attacking the distant enemy». Sub-
sequently, the Spaniard of Syrian origin, Mustafa Setmarian, was the one 
who proposed the qualitative and ideological leap forward towards de-
veloping an «individualised Jihad» in which every Moslem, on his own 
account or forming autonomous cells comprising a limited number of 
members, would carry out acts of harassment in an autarchic way.
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This gave rise to new battlegrounds, such as Western cities located far 
from the conflict scenarios. The West was forced to be reactive, because 
it is difficult to be proactive to defeat terrorist groups, it is only protective 
measures that can be regarded as proactive, in the sense that they try to 
be one step ahead of the terrorist.

Terrorism is intrinsically an asymmetrical strategy that can be combined 
with others. DAESH is a case in point, as it combines the asymmetrical 
strategy based on applying terror against the civilian population, as a way 
of restricting its will, freedom of action, its way of thinking and its actions. 
It is the asymmetrical strategy whose only limits are those that the terro-
rist group itself wants to set, which constitutes the biggest challenge to 
international security since the end of the Second World War. However, 
with the emergence of DAESH, the asymmetrical strategy of terrorist ac-
tions is combined with the use of conventional arms capable of conque-
ring and controlling territory. It is hybrid terrorism, which forms part of 
the so-called Fourth Generation Wars, according to US military doctrine. 
It is the fourth type of terrorism whose main characteristic is its ability to 
control extensive tracts of territory.

DAESH epitomises fourth phase terrorism, one which constitutes the 
greatest challenge that world stability has had to face since the end of 
the Second World War, given that although there was the Cuban missile 
crisis and several other conflicts during the Cold War, in this case we are 
facing the utterly irresponsible actions of DAESH leaders.

The consequences of an early withdrawal of the international troops

Since the 80s, when bin Laden set up Al Qaeda, this organisation and 
its offshoots like DAESH have achieved considerable success, such as 
controlling a large part of Syria and Iraq. The question is whether the-
se achievements can be attributed solely to the jihadist groups, or if the 
errors made by the international community have helped them to pro-
gress towards achieving their objectives.

The withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan without guaranteeing 
the continuity of the Government from the People’s Democratic Party of 
Afghanistan brought about a progressive weakening of this Government 
until its downfall, ultimately leading, after a brief period, to the establi-
shment of the Taliban Regime, with the collaboration of Al Qaeda. The 
International Community should have learnt the lesson that gave rise to 
Al Qaeda establishing and consolidating itself. A few years later, in 2011, 
the last US soldier left Iraq, in this case as a result of a failure to reach an 
agreement with the Iraqi Prime Minister Maliki in Baghdad with respect 
to a renewal of the United States– Iraq Agreements. Only two years later, 
the Islamic State of Iraq, Al Qaeda in Iraq, regained its strength and was 
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able to send fighters to Syria, transforming itself into the Islamic State 
of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). Its success in Syria has enabled it to recruit 
new fighters from other countries and take control of the main Sunni ci-
ties in Iraq: Mosul, Ramadi, Al Ambar, etc. and 40% of Syrian territory 
where most of the population is Sunni. In August 2014, jihadist progress 
forced President Obama to order a new military intervention, in this case 
airborne, over Iraqi territory, thus revealing that the exit of the troops 
in 2011 was much too premature. Such an error must not be made in 
Afghanistan.

Last December, the troops from ISAF´s international coalition [ISAF, In-
ternational Security Assistance Forces], responsible for stabilising and 
supporting the Government in Kabul, completed the process of handing 
over the responsibility for security to the Afghan Authorities. However, 
any premature withdrawal of the international troops that are current-
ly giving their support to the Government in Kabul will be exploited by 
the Taliban and by the jihadist groups. The United States plans to keep 
military units in Afghanistan until the end of 2016. At present, there are 
11,000troops, whose mission is to train the Afghan forces and participa-
te, if necessary, in missions supporting the Afghan forces in their fight 
against Al Qaeda and the Taliban. The United States is currently providing 
air support when necessary. Furthermore, the international coalition has 
also stationed troops at several Afghan bases as part of operation «Re-
solute Support». This is the case with Spain, which has just under 500 
troops in Herat: one Hercules plane belonging to the Spanish Air Force 
for intra-theatre transport, a unit of unmanned aircraft vehicles, which 
contributes to the intelligence force of the Western Regional Command, 
a team of advisors from the Guardia Civil, whose task it is to train the 
Afghan Police for its responsibility over the future international airport 
at Herat, afield hospital of the ROLE 2 type, a logistics unit, and an air de-
tachment responsible for air traffic control and airport movements. The 
Spanish forces in charge of protecting the base carried out however their 
last patrol on September22nd and the approximately 500 troops are ex-
pected to leave Herat in the last week of October, after a mission lasting 
nearly 14 years. Only around 20 officers and petty officers will remain in 
Kabul after this, lending their support to the training of the Afghan Gover-
nment’s defence institutions.

Making public opinion aware of the date on which US troops are to wi-
thdraw from both Iraq and Afghanistan, is a serious restriction that has 
a negative effect on the military command’s freedom of action and mili-
tates in favour of insurgency. Afghanistan is still at war and has not yet 
achieved stability. In 2014, 3,188 Afghan civilians died, more than in any 
other year since 2008, which was the year when the UN started to count 
the civilian casualties in this war.
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United States citizens, and Western population in general, are suffering 
from a «strategic fatigue» caused by the major effort undertaken in the 
pacification operations conducted over the past 25 years, especially in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. In the latter country alone, 2,224 members of the 
US Armed Forces lost their lives, according to accounts by the agency 
Associated Press. About 2,6 million soldiers have seen combat in Iraq 
and Afghanistan since 2001, of whom more than 800,000 returned either 
wounded or in need of psychiatric treatment, according to data cited by 
The Washington Post.

Another lesson that has been learnt from the different scenarios where 
jihadist groups are active, is to prevent their step up from local terrorism 
to transnational terrorism, leading to the risk of it spreading to the enti-
re geopolitical region and even reaching the global terrorism phase, or, 
what constitutes an even greater threat: hybrid terrorism. Maliki’s Go-
vernment and the International Community ought to have prevented the 
Islamic State in Iraq from going on to fight against Syria.

The Afghan Government is aware of the advantage that the Taliban have 
being able to use their haven in Pakistan and has not hesitated even to 
accuse the Pakistani secret services of being behind their training and fi-
nancing. On 11thAugust 2015, the spokesman for the National Directorate 
of Security (NDS), Abdul Hassib Sediqi, after a weekend during which nu-
merous terrorist attacks occurred in Kabul for which the Haqqani Taliban 
network claimed responsibility, stated «Our war is not an internal Afghan 
war, in recent years the Taliban have not been under Afghan leadership, 
they have been led by Pakistani military civil servants». It must be re-
membered that the Taliban Movement first appeared in the madrassas 
of Peshawar, where young Afghan Pashtun refugees were recruited. The 
word Taliban in Pashtun means youth. President Abdula Abdula, and As-
hraf Ghani frequently call on the Government in Islamabad to prevent the 
Taliban from using Pakistani soil. The Pentagon also published a report in 
2014, in which it accused the Pakistani Government of supporting terro-
rist groups to weaken India and Afghanistan.

Midway through 2015, it was confirmed that Mullah Omar had died and 
that the «Shura» Council had appointed Mullah Mansur, Head of the Mi-
litary up to that point, as the new Taliban leader. However, everything 
would seem to suggest that this leader is not to everybody’s like and that 
he will have to earn his new post among both the Taliban in Afghanistan 
and those seeking refuge in Pakistan.

On 22nd September 2015, Mansur issued a message in a conciliatory tone 
proposing a dialogue between Afghans only, to resolve the armed conflict 
on the basis of the premise that «If the country is not under occupation, 
the Afghan’s problem can be solved through an understanding between 
Afghans. Any foreign pressure exerted under the excuse of solving the 
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Afghan problem will not solve it, but merely generate others». This mes-
sage, issued on the occasion of the «Celebration of the Sacrifice», called 
on the Government in Kabul to denounce the treaties with the «invaders». 
In the light of the lessons learned, this would be an error like the one 
made by the Soviet Union in 1989 or by the United States in 2011 in Iraq.

The pressing need to defeat DAESH

The differences in the strategic concepts applied by Al Qaeda and by 
DAESH [Arabic acronym for ISIS, Islamic State of Iraq and Syria] and the 
rivalry between Aiman Al Zawahiri and Abu Bar Al Baghdadi, respecti-
ve leaders of these two organisations, caused the rift between the two 
jihadist groups, which materialised with the communiqué issued on 3rd 
February 2014 whereby Al Zawahiri expelled the Islamic State in Iraq and 
the Levant from Al Qaeda.

At first glance, the saying «divide and rule» would appear to benefit the 
fight against jihadist terrorism, but a conciliatory communiqué from Al 
Zawahiri midway through September, attempted to smooth things over 
with DAESH in what could well be a first step towards the reunification of 
the two organisations under the DAESH banner. It is undoubtedly the case 
that the success of this organisation in managing to control large cities 
like Mosul and the roads that join them, puts across an image of victory 
that bestows upon DAESH a halo of prestige in the eyes of all the jiha-
dist organisations the world over. This accounts for the recruitment that 
DAESH has achieved in Libya through the group Ansar Al-Sharia (Those 
in favour of the Sharia [Islamic Law]) who are currently in control in Sirte, 
or from a part of Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, who call themselves 
the Soldiers of the Caliphate, or the Nigerian group Boko Haram.

In Iraq, DAESH´s primary objective is to carry out an ethnic cleansing in 
Sunni cities or in multi-religious settlements. The aim is to expel the Shi-
ite population from these cities, because they could constitute a potential 
for insurgency against DAESH itself. The salafists consider the Shiites 
to be the main apostates of Islam. The ultimate objective is to divide the 
country into three parts: the Kurd zone, the Sunni zone, controlled by 
DAESH and the Shiites zone, which is basically the southern half of Iraq. 
This partition of Iraq would consolidate DAESH’s strength.

Instilling terrorism among the Shiites is DAESH’s top priority, which is 
why on 13th August 2015, on the eve of the Moslem «Celebration of the 
Lamb», DAESH blew up a refrigerated lorry packed with explosives in 
a market in Jamila, in the densely-populated Shiite district of Sadr City, 
in Baghdad, inhabited by more than two million Shiites, many of whom 
were milling around in the markets in their preparation of the meal for 
the following day. In this incident they caused 76 deaths and over a hun-
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dred injured. The fact that the terrorist attack was perpetrated on the day 
when it would be packed with the greatest number of people, made the 
intentions of the explosion clear. DAESH claimed responsibility for the at-
tack stating: «This is to let the Shiites know what the bombardments they 
carry out against our Moslem people feel like». During the «Eid Al-Fitr» 
festivities in July 2015, to celebrate the end of Ramadan, they carried 
out a car-bomb attack in the market of Jan Beni Saad village, to the nor-
th-east of Baghdad, which cost the lives of over a hundred people.

An international coalition led by the United States and comprising the 
United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, Denmark, France, Jordan and Holland 
began to bombard the jihadist positions on 8th August 2014. This opera-
tion was known as «Inherent Resolve» and cost the United States nearly 
10 million $/day. Other countries have to be added to those that partici-
pate directly in the bombardments on Iraqi territory, like Spain, which 
perform other tasks such as training brigades of the Iraqi Army.

If DAESH is not defeated in the short- or medium term, there is a risk of 
the current situation becoming consolidated, which would lead de-facto 
to the partition of Iraq. This would amount to a success for the jihadist 
that the international community has to avoid, although there is also a 
school of thought that considers the partition of Iraq to be a solution to 
the problem. The US General Ray Odierno, an outgoing Army chief, ad-
mits that the partition «might occur», adding that «this could be the only 
solution». This would constitute a failure for the international community 
and its security organisations, starting with the United Nations. It would 
also amount to a defeat for the Government of Prime Minister Al-Abadi, 
a Sunni who came to power in 2014, replacing Nouri Al-Maliki, a Shiite, 
who since 2012 developed a policy that was even more clearly biased in 
favour of the Shiites, giving rise to great discontent among Sunnis and 
Kurds alike. A change in this policy was a condition established by the 
United States before sending its Air Force once again to carry out bom-
bardments in Iraq. Sunnis’ feeling that they were being marginalized is 
one of the reasons why elements in the former Sunni armed forces at the 
time of Saddam Hussein’s Regime have joined the ranks of DAESH.

The package of measures, passed by Parliament and proposed by Prime 
Minister Al Abadi, includes the abolition of top posts and religious quotas 
or political affiliation quotas implemented by the Government of the Shi-
ite Maliki.

One year after the first attack carried out by the United States against the 
Islamic State (IE), the international offensive has spent thousands of mi-
llions of dollars and has managed to terminate with more than 10,000ji-
hadist, but has not substantially weakened DAESH, which has carried on 
conquering new cities, asserting their authority over an Iraqi Army that is 
greater in number but unmotivated and with no will to fight.
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One cause for concern is that DAESH possesses WMD [mass destruc-
tion weapons], more specifically chemical arms, and news have already 
appeared confirming the use of these type of weapons. On 14th August, the 
Head of Security in the Kurdistan Patriotic Union Party, Gayat al Saurayi, 
told journalists that the jihadist had used mortar projectiles that contai-
ned mustard gas. The projectiles were fired against Iraqi Kurd positions 
in Majnur, 45 kilometres to the south of Mosul.

Notwithstanding, the Syrian scenario is the most complex of all, because 
several armed conflicts overlap: a civil war between Bashar Al-Assad’s 
Regime and the Free Syrian Army (FSA), armed wing of the Syrian Na-
tional Coalition and, on the other hand, the Kurds of the YPG [People´s 
Protection Units], all of them fighting also against jihadist groups such 
as DAESH and the Al-Nusra Front (belonging to Al Qaeda and the Islamic 
Front), which also frequently fight among themselves.

DAESH has already managed to win control over 40% of Syrian territory 
and is trying to seize the two main Syrian cities: Damascus and Aleppo. 
Conquering Damascus would greatly boost the Jihad because this would 
have a major impact on DAESH’s ability to recruit by showing the appeal 
of victory, something that every jihadist would like to form part of. Fur-
thermore, seeking a propaganda effect among the jihadist, DAESH did not 
hesitate to destroy the 2,000-year old Palmyra Temple, a World Heritage 
Site.

In response to the progress made by DAESH, Syria has found itself re-
sorting to request aid from Russia, in return for this country reinforcing 
its position in Syria. In the words of the Syrian Deputy Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Faisal Mekdad, aid began with the supply of arms and advisors to 
the Syrian Army, followed by the enlargement of the runway at the airport 
located to the south of Latakia, to enable it to accommodate large trans-
port aircraft, and improvements made to the quays at Tartus base, so that 
large vessels from the Russian Navy can moor there. At a third phase, 
Russia has deployed troops to protect all these works and infrastructures 
and to support Al-Assad’s Regime.

The Kremlin displayed aircraft and troops for protection purposes in a 
foreign country like Syria for the second time in its history after the South 
Ossetia War, in 2008. It did so at the request of and in agreement with the 
Syrian Authorities, and stated that this was «with a view to helping them 
in the fight against terrorism».

Al-Assadasked the Russian President, Vladimir Putin for help, by virtue 
of a friendship and cooperation agreement signed by the two countries 
in 1980, a time when his father, Hafez, led the Syrian Regime with a rod 
of iron. One of the points in the agreement indicates that in the event of 
«a situation arising that threatens peace and security», the parties «will 
immediately establish contacts with a view to coordinating their positions 
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and their cooperation to remove the threats and restore peace «. Althou-
gh the document does not envisage mutual defence in the face of an ag-
gression, it does serve as a legal framework for signing fast-track agree-
ments on the grounds of urgency for the deployment of assault troops.

As the case is regarded as a special operation and does not include the 
mobilisation of a large number of troops, Putin did not even have to ask 
the Russian parliament for authorisation, something that he did have to 
do in March 2014 where Crimea was concerned.

In fact, several marine infantry companies have already been deployed 
on Syrian territory, whose task is to guarantee security at two strategic 
bastions: the Russian naval base at Tartus and Latakia Airport.

Russia has deployed special units for protection tasks but not to engage 
in ground combat, equipped with armoured cars, tanks and assault heli-
copters. The Russians have also displayed Sukhoi SU-30 fighter aircraft 
at the base in Latakia, plus ships at the base in Tartus, plus elite units of 
soldiers, drones, electronic war systems and air space control.

The Russian leaders’ position is that Al-Assad’s Syrian Army is the best 
weapon against the jihadist, so the international community must help 
the Government troops and not the rebel militias.

It is becoming increasingly clear that both Russia and Iran are playing a 
leading role in this conflict, which makes them essential when it comes to 
eventually solving the conflict. The role played by Turkey and the United 
States is also important. Kerry has already indicated that Russia and Iran 
might collaborate in a political transition in Syria, although in the opinion 
of the United States it would first require the removal of President Bashar 
Al-Assad from power.

As soon as the Israelis became aware of Russia’s military presence on 
Syrian territory, Israel´s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, accompa-
nied by his Chief of the Armed Forces, went on a lightning visit to Moscow 
on 22nd September 2015 for a meeting with the Russian President, Vladi-
mir Putin, with a view to preventing a confrontation between their Armed 
Forces on Syrian territory, a situation not wanted by either party, given 
that Israel has not renounced the possibility of bombarding the troops of 
de Hezbollah who are fighting in Syria.

The British Government has extended until 2017 the mission of its Torna-
do aircraft in Iraq, where they are taking part in the aerial bombardments. 
The squadron of Tornado GR4s is based in Cyprus. The United Kingdom 
has carried out approximately 5% of the bombardments conducted by the 
Coalition in Iraq, while the Prime Minister will be asking Parliament to 
give the go ahead to bombard in Syria, as well.
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Turkey and the United States reached an agreement on 11th August to set 
up a «safe zone» in the north of Syria, under control by the Free Syrian 
Army (FSA), the main armed opposition group that is challenging Bashar 
Al-Assad’s Government.

In this regard the Turkish Under-Secretary to the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, quoted by CNN Turk, has explained that the FSA will be responsi-
ble for patrolling the «safe zone» and that in the event of the Islamic State 
or Kurdish militias making incursions into it, both Turkey and the United 
States could decide to bomb. This agreement forms part of the efforts of 
the international coalition led by the United States to get Turkey to join the 
fight against the Islamic State so that it can prevent the transit of fighters 
via its frontier with Syria.

While the Patriot anti-missile battery deployed by the German Army is 
being withdrawn from Turkey’s south-eastern frontier, Spain decided to 
maintain its Patriot battery. Meanwhile, the United States withdrew its 
troops with the undertaking however to display one group, within a short 
space of time if necessary and to position one of the four destroyers from 
the anti-missile shield based in Rota. All of this has been done to deal 
with the threat of potential missile attacks from Syria.

The confrontations between Turkish forces and the Kurdish militias from 
the PKK have put an end to the ceasefire agreed to two years ago with the 
PKK in order to bring to an end the conflict in South-East Turkey, of Kurd 
majority, which has cost the lives of more than 40,000 people over the 
last three decades. Between July and August, Turkey launched more than 
400 air attacks against Kurdish camps in the north of Iraq and South-East 
Turkey.

Lebanon could be DAESH’s next target. On 15th August, the Lebanese Se-
curity Forces informed that they had arrested Ahmed al Assir, a Sunni 
militiaman considered to be the «Emir» of the Islamic State in Lebanon, 
at Beirut Airport. Meanwhile, the United Nations Security Council exten-
ded for a further year the mandate of the United Nations Interim Force in 
Lebanon (UNIFIL), with unanimous approval of Resolution 2236, cospon-
sored by Spain, which «reveals the major role that UNIFIL is still playing 
in the tasks that it has been performing».

The refugees are the tip of the iceberg where DAESH is concerned

According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the num-
ber of people displaced in Iraq up to August 2015, as result of the armed 
conflict was over 3.1 million.

Just on the second fortnight of July 2015, the number fleeing from the 
Province of Al Ambar stood at 31,896 people, whereas the number esca-
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ping from Kirkuk was 17,958, which together with the Province of Salah 
Al-Din are the most affected, accounting for 87% of the total number of 
those displaced.

Meanwhile, beyond Syrian frontiers an increasingly large number of re-
fugees can no longer remain in neighbouring countries like Turkey, with 
2 million, Jordan with 620,000 and Lebanon with nearly 1million, which 
forces many to travel in extremely harsh conditions to the EU and espe-
cially Germany, in the hope of obtaining a refugee card and work in order 
to raise their families.

The international community is beginning to be conscious of the need to 
solve the Syrian conflict at its origins. Several countries are now bom-
barding jihadist positions, namely the United States, Bahrain, Canada, 
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates, yet without 
coordinating with the Syrian Regime, which accuses them of not having 
any effect on the terrorists.

Conclusion

Many think-tanks have performed analyses of the activities of the main 
jihadist terrorist groups, yet only a few specialise in analysing trends 
and making predictions that will contribute to drawing up and developing 
proactive counterterrorist strategies in the short- and medium-term. The 
fight against jihadist terrorist groups has become a tactical development 
issue limited to solve the problems that these groups are presenting, so 
the international community’s freedom of action to respond is finding it-
self weakened. This tactical approach means that organisations such as 
DAESH are always one step ahead in their strategies in spite of their limi-
ted economic, political and military capacities.

Terrorist organisations evolve hand by hand with the successive waves 
of technology. The duration of these waves is becoming shorter all the 
time and their technological impact is becoming greater. The flexibility 
of terrorist organisations is enabling them to make the most of each te-
chnological wave as soon as it is available to society. They thus use ICT 
[Information and Communication Technology] to facilitate and speed up the 
processes of radicalisation, audio-visual resources to prepare high-qua-
lity videos that put across messages with a greater impact, or the new 
methods of transport to move their fighters.

The international community must no longer lag behind when it comes to 
taking action against organisations like DAESH, in order to put an end to 
the scourge of global terrorism.
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Chapter 
one

The Sahara conflict: neither war… nor peace
Juan A. Mora Tebas

Abstract

The Western Sahara conflict is approaching its 40th anniversary with 
no end in sight. A web of geopolitical interests keeps the Western 
Sahara conflict in a permanent state of limbo1. At the heart of this 
web is the UN Security Council, which has managed the conflict since 
the 1980s.

On 18th April 2015, the Security Council unanimously approved Reso-
lution 2218 (2015) extending MINURSO’s2 mandate for one year wi-
thout substantial changes. However, this could be the last «No-chan-
ge» UN resolution, due to geopolitical turmoil in the region. The next 
anniversaries could be celebrated with significant advances, towards 
a political solution.

1 (MUNDY, 2014)Waiting for Disruption: The Western Sahara Stalemate World Politics 
Review (September 2014).
2 MINURSO: United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara.
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«Western Sahara conflict is fast approaching its 40thanniversary with 
no end in sight. A web of geopolitical interests keeps the conflict in a 
permanent state of limbo. Therein lies the paradox: The peace process 
now exists to contain the conflict, but only a crisis will save Western 
Sahara4».

Jacob Mundy
Waiting for Disruption: The Western Sahara Stalemate.
World Politics Review (September 2014).

Introduction

Western Sahara has been the subject of controversy, military conflicts 
and international litigation since 1975 when the Spanish forces withdrew 
from the Territory5. But it was not until the beginning of the 21st Century 
that the Sahara seemed to come back into the forefront in politics and to 
hit the headlines in the international media. The region is going through 
a turbulent period not only because of its growing economic and strate-
gic interest, but also as a result of problematic regional geopolitics: the 
«Arab Spring» events, the fall of Colonel Gaddafi, the establishment of 
Islamic Maghreb Al-Qaeda (AQIM) in Mali, the appearance of DAESH6 fran-
chises in the Sahel or Sahara, etc.

Considered to be a relic of the Cold War, this conflict has been distorted 
with the passage of time, to the extent that it now lies in a sort of limbo: 
neither war, nor peace. Proof of this lack of definition can be seen in the 
World Map for the «Global Peace Index», where the countries appear in 
different shades of red on the basis of their degree of «peace-violence»: 
Western Sahara, together with Greenland, are the only two that appear in 
……. grey7.

4 «The Western Sahara Conflict is fast approaching its 40thanniversary with no end in 
sight. A web of geopolitical interests keeps the conflict in a permanent state of limbo. 
Therein lies the paradox: the peace process now exists to contain the conflict, but only 
a crisis will save Western Sahara».
5 At present time, the former Spanish Sahara is still being regarded as a Non-Self-Gov-
erning Territory by the UN Decolonization Special Committee (established in 1961).
6 An Arab acronym (al-Dawla al-Islamiya fi al-Iraq wa al-Sham) used by most Arab 
countries and the Governments of France (SEP 2013) and the United States (FEB 2014) 
to refer to the Jihadist group calling itself the Islamic State (IS), also known as the «Is-
lamic State of Iraq and the Levant» (ISIL) or the «Islamic State of Iraq and Syria» (ISIS). 
(LA VANGUARDIA, 10th December 2014).
7 Prepared by the Institute for Economics and Peace (IEP), the Global Pax Index assesses 
the degree of peace in 162 countries on the basis of 23 indicators that measure the ab-
sence of violence or the fear to violence. Other countries like Syria, Libya, Afghanistan, 
appear in red. http://www.visionofhumanity.org.
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The Western Sahara Conflict appears as the main political factor blocking re-
gional integration. It serves to demonstrate the inability of Algeria and Moroc-
co to emerge from a relationship of mistrust, more accurately described as 
hostility, since the «Sands War» (1963). This conflict has served as a political 
opportunity to firmly establish, under the pretext of a nationalist sentiment, 
the authority of their respective authoritarian regimes. On the one hand, the 
Moroccan Monarchy has successfully found a way of exploiting the nationa-
list feelings promoted by the Istiqlal Party, which made the «Great Morocco» 
one of its main political battles, and on the other hand, it has enabled the 
Algerian Regime to justify the power of the army and maintain nationalism8.

Background to the conflict

1st Stage: the War (1975-1990)

The Territory now known as Western Sahara became a Spanish posses-
sion in 18819. Midway through the 1970s, Spain was preparing to decolo-
nise the region with a view to transforming it, after a self-determination 
referendum, into an independent State closely linked to its ancient metro-
polis. Morocco and Mauritania opposed the Spanish idea, both countries 
claiming their right to the Territory. On the initiative of Morocco, the UN 
General Assembly referred the matter to the International Court of Justi-
ce in The Hague (ICJ). The ICJ issued a rather ambiguous text10, because 
it accepted that the Territory was not Terra Nullius (nobody’s land) before 
colonisation, but it had a loyalty relationship with Morocco and Maurita-
nia, not finding however «any territorial sovereignty link between Mo-
rocco and Western Sahara» and concluding that this relationship would 
not impede the application of the principle of self-determination11. This 
opinion was interpreted by each of the parties to their own advantage.

Morocco, taking advantage of the weakness of General Franco’s Regime 
under the circumstances, reacted by organising the «Green March»» (Al 
Massira), whereby 350,000 Moroccans crossed the frontiers of Western 
Sahara (via Tah and Hagunia), in what was clearly intended to be a sym-
bolic act aimed at recovering the Territory, anticipating the application 
of the principle of self-determination. A few days later, Spain agreed to 

8 (MARTINEZ, 2011). «Frontières et nationalisme autour du Sahara Occidental», Page 3.
9 To find out what happened in the Territory before the Green March (6th November 
1975) it is recommended to refer to «The Background to the Conflict» in the Framework 
Document that Colonel Fuente Cobo drew up about this subject in 2011. Available at: 
http://www.ieee.es/en/Galerias/fichero/docs_marco/2011/DIEEEM08-11SaharaOcci-
dental.pdf.
10 Western Sahara Advisory Opinion, I.C.J Reports 1975, (12th October 1975), Page 
12.Available at: http://www.icj-cij.org/docket/files/.
11 (ARIEF, 2014) CRS Report for Congress: Western Sahara, Page 1.
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withdraw from the region, handing the administration of Western Sahara 
(but not sovereignty) over to a temporary tripartite administration inclu-
ding Spain, Morocco and Mauritania («Madrid Agreement»)12.

In the ensuing war, Frente POLISARIO, operating from its bases in Tin-
douf13 in the Algerian Sahara, had some initial successes, in particular, 
requiring Mauritania to give up its claims to the southern part of the Te-
rritory in 1979. However, Morocco managed to consolidate its occupation 
midway through the 80s by successfully completing a system of defen-
sive walls (known as berms14), which together with POLISARIO’s inability 
to prevent this from happening, undoubtedly gave Morocco a strategic 
military advantage.

Nevertheless, in the diplomatic area, Frente POLISARIO appeared to have 
the upper hand. In 1976, they announced the creation of the «Sahrawi 
Arab Democratic Republic» (SADR) and, after a great deal of diplomatic 
effort, managed to gain recognition from more than 70 States and from 
the Organisation of African Unity (OAU), which admitted SADR in 1984, 
a decision that caused Morocco to leave that organisation. Furthermore, 
no State recognised the legitimacy of Morocco’s occupation of Western 
Sahara15.

A combination of Frente POLISARIO’s inability to maintain military supe-
riority and Morocco’s inability to guarantee diplomatic support, laid the 
foundations for a negotiation. In August 1988, the POLISARIO and Moroc-
co declared that they accepted the UN’s proposal (based on a previous 
one by the OAU) for a ceasefire. The final version was known as the «Se-
ttlement Plan»16 (See Figure 1).

It must be pointed out that the armed conflict (1975-1991) caused be-
tween 10,000 and 13,000 deaths17, about 2,400 prisoners18 and more 

12 «The secret economic appendices stipulated the transfer to Morocco of 65% of the 
company Fos Bucraa, which exploited the rich phosphate deposits in Western Sahara, 
in exchange for Spain receiving fishing rights for 800 vessels over a 20-year period». 
Morocco did not fulfil its obligations where the fishing agreements were concerned». 
An article published in the Magazine INTERVIU in 1978, issue No. 89 (26th January-1st-
February) signed by Pedro Costa Muste and José Luis Morales, Pages 14-17. This issue 
of the magazine was censored and seized.
13 The names that appear in the official translations of UN documents will be used.
14 This Wall runs for 1,600 km. within the Territory, making it 12 times longer than 
the Berlin Wall and 4 times the length of the West Bank Wall. http://allafrica.com/sto-
ries/201506041439.html.
15 (INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP, 2007), Western Sahara: Out of the Impasse. Crisis 
Group Middle East/North Africa Report No.66. Page 1.
16 Officially translated by UN into Spanish as «Plan de Arreglo».
17 Estimations published in the 1990s by the International Peace Research Institute 
(SIPRI) in Stockholm.
18 International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) https://www.icrc.org/casebook/
doc/case-study/.
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than 116,000 refugees19. Furthermore, it turned Western Sahara into the 
zone with the highest density of landmines and unexploded bombs in the 
world, causing over 2,500 recorded victims since 197520 a figure that is 
still on the increase21.

2nd Stage: in search of the referendum (1991-2000)

What began then was not a real negotiation and the main battle was fou-
ght around the form the referendum would take. Morocco and Frente PO-
LISARIO had formally agreed in 1988 that this should be based on the 
electorate established in the 1974 census, when the Territory was still 
under Spanish control. However, in April 1991, King Hassan II of Moroc-
co insisted that the list of voters be enlarged to include people who had 
lived in Morocco for a long time. The following nine years were taken up 
almost exclusively by manoeuvring from both sides to promote different 
definitions and criteria dissimilar with regard to including or excluding 
potential voters.

When the process appeared to be in jeopardy, James A. Baker (ex-Secre-
tary of State of the United States), as Personal Envoy of the Secretary-Ge-
neral of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, managed to come to the rescue. 
After a series of meetings that he held with Morocco, the POLISARIO and 
Algeria in April 1997, the three parties reaffirmed their commitment to 
the Settlement Plan (1991) in the Houston Agreements22.

However, this agreement did not last long either. In January 2000, MI-
NURSO, after years of thorough work, established a complete census of 
86,386 potential voters. The Mission was immediately confronted with at 
least 131,038 appeals from disappointed potential voters, the majority of 
them sponsored by Morocco. The UN tacitly dropped the Settlement Plan 
of 1991.

3rd Stage: the Baker Plans (2000-2004)

James Baker made two attempts to reach a compromise focusing on the 
concept of autonomy. His first effort, the «Draft Framework Agreement on 
the Status of Western Sahara», known as Baker Plan I (see the characte-

19 UN Agency for Refugees (UNHCR) http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e4861f6.html.
20 The United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS).
21 On 29th August 2015, a Mauritanian shepherd died as a result of a landmine explo-
sion, when he was grazing his herd of camels just 200 metres from the Moroccan Wall 
in Western Sahara, to the south-west of the City of Tifariti (ZOUERATE MEDIA).
22 The results of those conversations appear as Appendices to the Secretary-Gen-
eral’s Report S/1997/742 dated 24th September 1997. Available at http://www.arso.
org/S-97-742s.htm.
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ristics in Figure 1), encouraged Morocco to settle Moroccan citizens in the 
Territory for the five years prior to the referendum in order to guarantee 
a pro-Moroccan result. The Draft Framework Agreement was rejected by 
Frente POLISARIO, and later by Algeria, owing to its bias. The Security 
Council decided not to give its approval to the Plan.

Baker’s second proposal was the «Peace Plan for Self-Determination of 
the People of Western Sahara» (Baker Plan II, see characteristics in Fi-
gure 1.). Accepted by the POLISARIO and Algeria, the Plan was rejected 
by Morocco. The Security Council, at the insistence of France, rejected a 
Draft Resolution, backed by the United States, which explicitly supported 
the Plan and limited itself to giving «firm support» to Baker’s proposition, 
a formula that was a long way from giving really firm support.

Figure 1. Peace Plans: Summary of the different proposals.

4th Stage: Stagnation (2003-2007)

During this period, the Western Sahara Referendum entered a cul-de-
sac, except for certain moves affecting secondary matters. Meanwhile, 
the disturbances in the Territory, which had been taking place intermi-
ttently since 1999, came to a head in May 2005 with demonstrations 
calling for independence in the main towns and cities (Aaiun, Boujdour, 
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Dakhla23 and Smara). It was under this situation that Kofi Annan made 
the suggestion in his report to the Security Council in April 2006 that, 
as the Security Council had abandoned Baker Plan II, the dispute ought 
to be returned to the parties so that it could be solved by them through 
«direct negotiations, which should be carried out without prior condi-
tions». He also suggested that the purpose of the negotiations between 
Morocco and Frente POLISARIO as parties, and Algeria and Mauritania 
as observers should be «a fair, long-lasting and mutually acceptable 
solution that would lead to the self-determination of the people of Wes-
tern Sahara».

This proposal was immediately rejected by Algeria and the POLISARIO, 
and was received very coldly by the Security Council, that, in the Reso-
lution concerning the extension of the mandate to MINURSO, mentioned 
that it took into account Annan’s Report but did not give support to his 
proposal beyond «highlighting the role and the responsibilities of the par-
ties» in reaching a political solution. Annan’s suggestions that the UN was 
unable to solve the problem were not debated.

On a political level, in May 2006 Mohammed VI set up the Royal Advisory 
Council for Saharan Affairs (CORCAS24) which brought together the main 
chiefs of the Sahrawi tribes (living in the «Saharan Provinces»), just when 
he had finished drawing up his autonomy project. This proposal presen-
ted Morocco as being in favour of dialogue and negotiation to reach a fair, 
realistic and final agreement with the POLISARIO25.

5th Stage: Autonomy Proposal from Morocco (2007-2014)

The idea of an autonomy as a solution to the dispute has been around for 
many years. It first appeared at the beginning of the 1980s, when King 
Hassan II stated that all he wanted was «the flag and the postage stamps, 
and that everything else is negotiable»26, giving the impression that there 
would be major self-government measures for Western Sahara. Morocco 
had been encouraged by the United States and France to develop this 
idea, while Madrid and London joined forces with Washington and Paris 
urging Rabat to go down that road27.

23 Formerly Villa Cisneros.
24 CORCAS: Conseil Royal Consultative pour les Affaires Sahariennes.
25 (DEDENIS, 2007), op, cit. Page 7.
26 In 1982, in an interview with the Algerian President Chadli Bendjedid, Hassan II said 
the following to him in a gesture of good will. This sentence has been cited on numerous 
occasions whenever the conflict is mentioned. (JENSEN, 2005) Western Sahara: Ana-
tomy of a Stalemate, Page 37. (Balta, 1990). Le Grand Maghreb: Des indépendances à l’an 
2000 (Paris. La Decouverté, 1990), Page 183.
27 According to Mohammed Loulikchi, Director General of Multilateral Relations in the Mo-
roccan Ministry of Foreign Affairs (INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP, 2007) op. cit. Page 6.
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The incentives eventually began to bear fruit. The Moroccan Government 
submitted a Proposal concerning the «Moroccan Initiative for the Nego-
tiation of a Statute of Autonomy for the Sahara», to the new Secretary-Ge-
neral, Ban Ki-Moon on 11th April 2007. A few days later, Frente POLISARIO 
presented a «counterproposal» entitled «Frente POLISARIO´s Proposal 
for a Mutually Acceptable Political Solution that Guarantees the Self-De-
termination of the People of Western Sahara»28.

The two proposals were in complete disagreement. Morocco proposed 
granting a degree of autonomy on the condition that this was consistent 
with its sovereignty over Western Sahara and, in a symbolic gesture to 
the principle of self-determination, it was willing to ratify this by holding 
a referendum. Frente POLISARIO wanted absolute self-determination, 
through a free referendum, with independence as an option, which had 
always been its criterion. However, it also made reference to «a mutually 
acceptable solution» with a suggestion that, if an independent Sahrawi 
Republic was the outcome, citizenship could be granted to all the Mo-
roccans residing in the Territory, and also offered Morocco a number of 
guarantees regarding their future relationship, especially with respect to 
agreements concerning common security and economic cooperation.

Both proposals are very vague, particularly the one proposed by Morocco, 
which does not define geographical limits for the «Autonomous Region of 
Sahara». It cannot be assumed that it coincides with the current Western 
Sahara Territory and it could aim to include districts that are currently 
in the south of Morocco, i.e., outside Western Sahara in the strict sense. 
This could mean that the potential electorate in the Autonomous Province 
would be dominated by elements of the population that, strictly speaking, 
are not natives of Western Sahara29.

Thus, since the approval of UN Resolution 1754 on 30th April 2007, Mo-
rocco stated that it would only negotiate its own proposal, refusing to let 
the Sahrawi counterproposal be part of the negotiations. The constitu-
tional reform announced by the King in his speech on 9th March 2011, in 
the middle of the «Arab Spring», would try to find a joint response to the 
Sahrawi crisis and to the «20th February Movement»30, in the sense that it 
brought up the question of the democratisation of the country. Advanced 
regionalisation is one of the main elements of this Constitutional Reform 
(ratified by referendum on 1st July 2011); this reform being of particular 
relevance in relation to the Moroccan initiative for an advanced autonomy 
for the Sahara.

28 On 16th April 2007, the South African Ambassador to the UN submitted a letter to 
the Security Council (S/2007/210) attaching the proposal.
29 (INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP, 2007), op. cit. Pages 6-7.
30 Militant platform that arose in Morocco on the occasion of the «Arab Springs» that 
managed to mobilise tens of thousands of people during the first half of 2011.
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Current situation to the conflict (2014-2015)

King Mohammed VI’s speech on the occasion of the 39th Anniversary of 
the Green March (6th November 2014) amounted to a turning point in the 
history of the conflict:

«The Sahara is a question of existence and not a question of frontiers. 
Morocco will remain in its Sahara and the Sahara will remain in Morocco 
until the end of time. The autonomy initiative [presented by Morocco in 
2007] is the most that Morocco can offer in the negotiation to find a final 
solution to this regional conflict»31.

As in previous years, the Secretary-General’s Report in 201532 was im-
mersed in controversy. In the Report, it is stressed that Morocco expres-
sed serious reservations about certain aspects of the 2014 Report33 (li-
mits imposed on the negotiation process and MINURSO´s mandate). In 
view of these reservations, Morocco refused to allow the Special Repre-
sentative and Head of MINURSO to travel and take up her post in Aaiun 
and held back any cooperation with the Personal Envoy, who was unable 
to visit the region for nearly a year. In January 2015, the Secretary-Gene-
ral Ban Ki-Moon and King Mohammed VI held a telephone conversation 
and «agreed on the path to be followed», Ban confirming that «he would 
be objective and reflect the facts» in his reports to the Council. In respon-
se, Morocco accepted with content the presence of both Representatives. 
Frente POLISARIO expressed its dissatisfaction, shared by Algeria, about 
the prerogatives granted to Morocco and the lack of attention that it felt it 
was receiving from the UN, stressing that the Front had to be treated on 
equal terms, because it was one of the two parties in the conflict.

The Moroccan Cabinet gave its approval (on 29th January 2015) to three 
Bills, transferring more powers to the Local Authorities (Municipalities, 
Prefectures and Regions). By virtue of a Decree (5th February 2015), the 
Government´s Council adopted a new regional map, reducing the current 
16 regions to only 1234.

On 28th April 2015, the Security Council gave its unanimous approval to 
Resolution 2218 (2015)35 which not only extended MINURSO´s mandate 

31 Complete text available at: http://www.aujourdhui.ma/une/actualite/discours-de-
sa-majeste-le-roi-mohammed-vi-a-l-occasion-du-39eme-anniversaire-de-la-marche-
verte-114191#.VZkmRiww_IU.
32 (UN Security Council, S/2015/246, 2015) Report of the Secretary-General on the Situ-
ation concerning Western Sahara.
33 (UN Security Council, S/2014/258, 2014) Report of the Secretary-General on the Situ-
ation concerning Western Sahara.
34 MAEC – Diplomatic Information Office. (May 2015). Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Cooperation / Press Room / Country File / Morocco. § 1.1.
35 See complete text at: http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/?symbol=S/RES/2218(2015).
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until 30th April 2016, but also urged all the parties to cooperate whole-
heartedly with the Mission. Furthermore, the Resolution, which did not 
contain any significant changes with regard to MINURSO´s mandate, only 
a few cosmetic ones, confirmed its full support to the Personal Envoy 
and to the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Western 
Sahara.

The only new element with respect to previous years is that the parties 
are no longer attempting to influence the negotiations before the reso-
lutions of the Security Council. They now focus their efforts on trying to 
exert their influence on preparing the preliminary reports that the Secre-
tary-General would send to the Security Council. Morocco and the POLI-
SARIO, backed by Algeria, put forward concurrent agendas regarding the 
aim and the role of MINURSO, particularly about whether the peace force 
ought to supervise respect for human rights36.

At present, no negotiation forum has been identified (UN’s bilateral con-
tacts with the parties and other stakeholders are still going on within 
«shuttle diplomacy»), and no serious debates are taking place on auto-
nomy or self-determination; neither are there signs of any real interest 
being shown by the parties or by the key diplomatic personnel of a wi-
llingness to find a solution.

Furthermore, the irregularities that have affected the management of hu-
manitarian aid in the refugee camps at Tindouf, reported by the European 
Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) in its report issued in February 201537, undermi-
ne the credibility of Frente POLISARIO and Algeria, when they refuse to let 
a census be conducted in the camps.

Human Rights

In contrast to most of the UN missions, MINURSO has no power to supervi-
se the human rights situation in the Territory where it operates. In recent 
years, many international organisations and a large number of countries 
have defended the need to entrust the UN Peacekeeping Forces [the «Blue 
Helmets»] with this task, but the initiative has never prospered because of 
Morocco’s refusal, backed by France, before the Security Council.

During the last year, the POLISARIO sent several letters to the Secre-
tary-General in which it denounced violations of human rights, the dis-
proportionate use of force and the illegal exploitation of natural resources 
by Morocco. The POLISARIO also requested that all the Western Saharan 

36 http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2015/05/26/new-role-for-un-in-western-sahara/
i90k.
37 http://eubulletin.com/4018-exclusive-olaf-report-reveals-diversions-of-eu-aids-
to-western-sahara.html.
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political prisoners be set free and that a mechanism be implemented for 
supervising human rights, threatening to resort once again to the armed 
fight38. It likewise offered to facilitate the setting up of the Office of the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)39 in the Tindouf camps as 
well as in the part of Western Sahara that is under its control (to the east 
of the «Wall»)40.

The Secretary-General highlighted that Morocco had made progress in 
two aspects of this area41:

 − Joining the Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman 
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (24th November 2014).

 − Approval by Parliament of the new Military Justice Code (Num.108-
13), published on 1st January (in force since 1st July 2015), exclu-
ding civilians from the jurisdiction of military courts.

The expression concerning the sustained «supervision» of human rights 
that could be found in the two previous reports issued by the Secre-
tary-General has not been included in the 2015 Report.

Exploitation of natural resources

Apart from fishing resources, the zone is rich in phosphates, uranium, 
lead, titanium, gold, zinc, gas and oil, whose exact reserves are not yet 
known. The renewable energy assets in the form of wind42 and sun43 (See 
Figure 2) must be added to those resources.

In January 2002, the Legal Counsel and Under-Secretary-General for Le-
gal Affairs of the United Nations, Hans Corell, prepared a report44 on the 
legality of foreign companies to tendering and signing contracts giving 

38 To make their threats sound credible, they carried out military exercises with real 
fire (11th December 2014, 29th March 2015, etc.).
39 OHCHR: Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights.
40 In a letter sent to the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 
dated 4th November 2014.
41 (UN Security Council, S/2015/246, 2015) § 59-60.
42 The Moroccan integrated wind energy project, (2.9 billion Euro between 2010-2020) 
envisaged several wind farms in Western Sahara:

- Bab El Oued - Aaiun (22 wind turbines /50 MW, under construction).
- Tiskrad – Aaiun (300 MW, at design stage).
- Boujdour (100 MW, at design stage).

http://www.senat.fr/rap/r13-108/r13-108_mono.html.
43 Solar Thermal Power Plants (at design stage):

— Foum El Oued (to the south of Aaiun, 500 MW).
— Ain Beni Mathar (to the north of Boujdour, 100 MW).

http://www.senat.fr/ga/ga107/ga1077.html#toc90.
44 S/2002/161, dated 12th February 2002. § 25.
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them grant to explore for mineral resources in Western Sahara45. Accor-
ding to that report, there are two prerequisites to making legal the exploi-
tation of natural resources in the Territory: that this is done in compliance 
with the interests (in benefit of the local population) and the wishes of the 
inhabitants (expressed, according to the United Nations itself, by its «only 
legitimate representative», Frente POLISARIO). In view of all this, Morocco 
can neither exploit the natural resources in Western Sahara in its own 
benefit, nor can it negotiate such exploitation with third party States. As a 
result, the fishing treaties signed with Morocco, first by Spain in the 80s 
and later by the European Union (obviously including the one currently in 
force) are null and void from a legal perspective and violate International 
Law, because they not only include Moroccan territorial waters, but also 
those of Western Sahara.

Morocco has signed fishing agreements with the EU and has granted li-
cences for oil prospecting46 in Western Sahara Territory, which has been 
denounced by Frente POLISARIO in several letters addressed to the UN 
Secretary-General. On 4th March 2014, the POLISARIO made an appeal to 
the European Union Court of Justice (Strasbourg), who ruled on 13th Oc-
tober 2014, that Morocco neither has the right nor the authority to grant 
licences to European vessels47.

The parties involved in the conflict

Frente POLISARIO

Formed in 1973, as a socialist guerrilla movement along the lines of the 
Latin American groups that sprang up during the Cold War, it obtained the 
support from Cuba, Libya, Algeria and, later, from Post-Apartheid South 
Africa. But it was not until 1979 however when the UN General Assem-
bly recognised Frente POLISARIO to be the representative of the Sahrawi 
people48.

45 Ibidem.
46 The Moroccan Authorities first authorised a licence for the coast of Western Sahara 
to the US oil company Kosmos Energy, which began prospecting on 19th December 
2014, ceasing its activities on 2nd March 2015. (LA VANGUARDIA, 2nd March 2015). In 
August 2015, the Anglo-Irish company San Leon Energy started to carry out prospecting 
on dry land close to the capital, Aaiun.
47 Available at http://curia.Europe.eu/juris/document/.
48 The United Nations General Assembly officially recognised the Frente POLISARIO 
when it recommended that: «The People’s Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra 
and Rio de Oro, representative of the people of Western Sahara, participates fully in all 
attempts to find a fair, long-lasting and final political solution to the Western Sahara ques-
tion, in accordance with the resolutions and recommendations of the United Nations, the 
Organisation of African Unity and the non-aligned countries». (Resolution 34/37, dated 4th 
December 1979), at: http://www.un.org/es/.
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Frente POLISARIO has set out the dispute in terms of the right to self-de-
termination and has had every right to do so, because the Sahrawi people 
had the right to decide their own future in 1975, and this right was thwarted 
by Morocco’s attitude. There are also reasons to believe that, had a free 
and fair referendum been held on the basis of the electorate prepared by 
MINURSO in 2000, the outcome would have been a vote for independence.

The position of Frente POLISARIO has changed very little, although it has 
ended up accepting that:

 − Complete integration with Morocco is offered as one of the options 
in the referendum concerning the final status.

 − Autonomy appears as another one of the options.

But the Front has systematically refused to accept a formula of autonomy 
instead of a genuinely free referendum, in which independence would 
always be one of the options.

The official position of Frente POLISARIO is as follows49:

«Frente POLISARIO reaffirms its support for direct negotiations between 
the Frente and Morocco, to reach a solution guaranteeing the Sahrawi 
people’s right to self-determination in accordance with the principles set 
out in the United Nations Charter. This adoption arrives after the debate 
held on 22nd April 2015 concerning the Secretary-General’s Report, du-
ring which the majority of the members of the Council stressed their deep 
concern over the persistence of the situation in Western Sahara, their 
support of the Sahrawi people’s right to self-determination as well as 
their concern over the human rights situation, systematically violated by 
the Moroccan forces of occupation, and the persistence of the illegal ex-
ploitation of the natural resources in the Territory».

Morocco

The Western Sahara question is more than a State matter for Morocco50, 
it constitutes the backbone of the country’s international action. For more 
than thirty years the Kingdom’s foreign policy has been monopolised by 
a quest for international legitimacy over the Moroccan Sahara. Generally, 
if any State officially recognises the SADR, Morocco reacts by unilaterally 
breaking off diplomatic relations with that State.

From the Moroccan viewpoint, the Madrid Agreements (1975) blessed the 
recovery of the Territory in accordance with Principle VI of Resolution 1541 

49 Press release issued by the POLISARIO´s representative at the UN, Ahmed Boukhari, 
after the Security Council´s approval of Resolution 2218 concerning Western Sahara (28th 
April 2015). Full version available athttp://allafrica.com/stories/201504291716.html.
50 6th November, the Anniversary of the 1975 Green March, has become a second 
national public holiday. (VERMEREN, 2015) op. cit. Page 215.



The Sahara conflict: neither war… nor peace

35

(1960)51 of the General Assembly of the United Nations, which does not limit 
self-determination and considers that a Non-Self-Governing Territory will 
be able to exercise its right to self-determination incorporating itself into 
an independent state. However, from the perspective of International Law, 
Morocco’s sole option (autonomy yes and only yes) does not fit and is not 
viable. So the military occupation by Morocco did not amount to a transfer 
of the status of sovereignty, amongst other reasons because Spain only 
administrated the Territory; sovereignty over it belongs only to the inha-
bitants of the zone and the decision about the right to self-determination 
belongs exclusively to the inhabitants of the Non-Self-Governing Territory.

The official position that it has maintained and that has been reiterated 
on several occasions is:

 − The Autonomy Plan, presented in 2007, must serve as the basis for 
negotiation, and it is the most that can be offered.

 − A referendum with Independence as an option is unacceptable.
 − Algeria stands out as an important player in the conflict.
 − Morocco, a United Nations Member State, must not be treated on 

an equal basis versus Frente POLISARIO, a non-governmental 
movement.

 − The African Union «has no legitimacy to play any role in resolving 
the conflict, owing to its clear and manifest partiality in favour of 
Algeria and the POLISARIO»52.

Algeria

Algeria’s position is possibly the most complex and most controversial. 
Although it lays no territorial claim on Western Sahara, Algeria has been 
one of the major players in this conflict, because it has given constant 
moral, diplomatic, military and financial support to the actions carried out 
by the POLISARIO in order to achieve self-determination.

Apart from the ideological considerations for justifying its support to the PO-
LISARIO, Algeria has its own interests in the independence of Western Saha-
ra. The historian Abdelkhalek Berramdane highlights three main reasons:

a) A wish to settle the question of frontiers with Morocco that, with 
the exception of the Oujda Region in the north, were always 
questioned, especially in the Tindouf Region.

b) An independent Western Sahara would logically be under the 
protection of Algeria, which would benefit from a privileged ac-

51 Available at http://www.un.org/es/documents/ag/res/15/ares15.htm.
52 Statements made by Morocco’s Ambassador to the UN, Omar Hilale, after the vote 
on Resolution 2218(2015) dated 28th April 2015. Available at: http://www.marocpress.
com/en/moroccoworldnews/article-37714.html.
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cess to the mining resources in the Territory and an outlet to the 
Atlantic Ocean for the Gâra Djebilet iron ore deposits, located 
near Tindouf, whose exploitation is currently impossible due to 
the high cost of transportation to the Mediterranean Coast.

c) As «sponsor» of an independent SADR, Algeria would be able to 
make use of 1,200 km of Atlantic Coast, leaving Morocco «hem-
med in», which would neutralise Moroccan superiority and fir-
mly establish Algeria’s hegemony in the Maghreb53.

Algeria’s official position:

 − Supporting the Secretary-General of the United Nations and his 
Personal Envoy in their efforts to find a mutually acceptable poli-
tical solution that foresees the self-determination of the people of 
Western Sahara, in accordance with the UN Charter and the rele-
vant General Assembly resolutions.

 − Firm conviction that the only way to solve this conflict is to hold 
a free and impartial referendum for the self-determination of the 
people of Western Sahara54.

Mauritania

Mauritania is undoubtedly the country with which Western Sahara has the 
closest historical and cultural ties. In spite of the problems Mauritania has 
suffered since its independence in 1960, the Western Sahara Conflict has 
always been within the sights of the Mauritanian Governments. At one time 
Mauritania was in alliance with Morocco for the annexation of Western Saha-
ra, in the hope that this would let it escape from Morocco’s imperialist ambi-
tions (Mauritania is an essential part of the «Great Morocco» myth). However, 
since then it has adopted a neutral position that could be termed cautious, 
yet constructive and showing support for the Settlement Plan (1991). This 
neutrality is «relatively committed» in favour of the Sahrawi people.

The role of external actors

The United Nations (UN)

So far, the United Nations has failed in its mission in Western Sahara, 
which it has always regarded as a decolonisation process. The continual 
presence (≈25 years) of MINURSO in the area is proof of this. However, it 
can still take the credit for some successes:

53 (BERRAMDANE, 1992), op. cit., Pages 55-56.
54 Words of the Algerian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ramtane Lamamra, spoken in a 
conversation with the Secretary of State John Kerry (Washington, 8th April 2015). Avail-
able at: http://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2015/04/240485.htm.
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 − The establishment and abiding of a 16-year ceasefire between the 
Moroccan Armed Forces and Frente POLISARIO.

 − The application of measures to encourage trust, deriving on certain 
degree of progress at a human level: all the Moroccan prisoners of 
war were released while the families of Sahrawis, separated in the 
camps of Tindouf and the Western Sahara zone under Moroccan 
control, were able to pay visits, organised by MINURSO.

For Frente POLISARIO, the United Nations is the right framework to re-
gulate the conflict and it wants the UN to participate fully in the process. 
However, Morocco, whose sovereignty over Western Sahara has never 
been given international recognition by this institution, is endeavouring to 
solve the conflict without counting on the United Nations nor taking into 
consideration the principles of International Law55.

The United Nations has increasingly less room to manoeuvre when it co-
mes to finding a balance between, on the one hand, Morocco’s insistence 
on MINURSO exclusively abiding to its military observation mandate and, 
on the other hand, the requirements from Frente POLISARIO, who wants 
the MINURSO´s mission to concentrate on a future referendum on the 
issue of self-determination and on the supervision of living conditions 
and human rights in Western Sahara. Seeking a compromise solution, the 
UN has resorted to the sources available for analysing the situation and 
to increasing the number of its interlocutors, leaving MINURSO without a 
real political mandate56.

The European Union (EU)

Just like some Governments, the EU has a dual discourse regarding the 
question of Western Sahara. On the one hand, it states that it supports 
the United Nations’ efforts to find a solution to the conflict, yet on the 
other hand, it signs a fishing agreement with Morocco (renewed for 2014-
2018)57, when more than 70% of the catches come from Sahrawi waters; 
this is one of the aspects that has been most heavily criticised from EU by 
the pro-Sahrawi countries58.

55 (DEDENIS, 2007) op.cit.Page 49.
56 http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2015/05/26/new-role-for-un-in-western-sahara/i90k.
57 «After the signing of the Protocol on 18th November 2013, the European Union 
and the Kingdom of Morocco informed, on 16th December 2013 and 15th July 2014, 
respectively, that they had completed the internal procedures required to enact the 
Protocol. As a result, the Protocol was due to come into force on 15th July 2014, in 
fulfilment of the provisions contained in Article 12 thereof». (Official Journal of the 
European Union L 4, dated 9th January 2014), although it did not actually come into 
force until July 2015, awaiting ratification from Morocco. http://Europe.eu/rapid/
press-release_IP-14-836_fr.htm.
58 http://english.pravda.ru/world/africa/26-05-2015/130740-western_sahara-0/.
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The Commission’s official position can be deduced from the replies gi-
ven by Vice-President Mogherini, on behalf of the Commission, to written 
questions by several Members of the European Parliament59:

 − Supporting the efforts of the Secretary-General of the United Na-
tions to achieve a fair, long-lasting and mutually acceptable poli-
tical solution, which envisages self-determination for the people 
of Western Sahara within the context of arrangements that are 
consistent with the principles and objectives of the United Nations 
Charter.

 − Encouraging the parties to promote and protect human rights in 
Western Sahara and in the Tindouf Camps.

 − Adhering to the UN positions, which consider the Western Sahara 
to be a Non-Self-Governing Territory and the Kingdom of Morocco 
as the de facto Administrative Power.

 − The application of the Fishing Agreement with Morocco does not 
prejudge the international legal status of Western Sahara. The 
Agreement is legal and complies with International Law, because it 
contains specific provisions to the benefit of the local inhabitants.

Since 1993, the European Commission, through action by the General Di-
rectorate for Humanitarian Aid & Civil Protection (ECHO)60 has helped to 
meet the basic needs for food, water, accommodation and healthcare in 
the Tindouf Camps, amounting 10M € in 200961.

There is no evidence to suggest that the European Parliament has ma-
naged to exert any influence on the stakeholders involved in the conflict. 
In 1986, an intergroup was established, «Peace for the Sahrawi People» 
with a view to making European MPs, European institutions and citizens 
aware of the Western Sahara question62.

The African Union (AU)

The African Union is in favour of the principle of leaving the colonial fron-
tiers as they were. Relations between the AU and the UN are cold and, 
apart from certain occasional formal visit to the headquarters in New 
York, are limited to MINURSO cooperating with and providing support (ad-
ministrative and logistical) to the delegation of African Union observers 
in Aaiun.

59 Replies from Vice-President Mogherini on behalf of the Commission (23rd June 
2015) to the European MPs Mr. Fernando Maura Barandiarán – ALDE concerning the 
«Expulsion of Western Saharan activists» and to Mr. Vella (8th July 2015). Available 
at:http://www.Europerl.Europe.eu/RegData/.
60 ECHO: European Commission’s Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection Department.
61 http://Europe.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-09-871_es.htm?locale=en.
62 http://izquierda-unida.es/node/6991.
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Morocco considers that the African Union « has no legitimacy to play any 
role in resolving the conflict, owing to its clear and manifest partiality in 
favour of Algeria and the POLISARIO»63.

China

The main commercial supplier to the SADR is in favour of resolving the Wes-
tern Sahara question in compliance with the United Nations´ resolutions, ex-
pressing its willingness to play a constructive role within this context64.

Spain

Some analysts65 still consider Spain to theoretically be the «Administra-
tive Power» in Western Sahara, yet this is a function it does not wish to 
take on, and far from fulfilling the functions that are incumbent upon that 
status, it is developing a policy that it refers to as «active neutrality» but 
that analysts define as ambiguous.

In fact, on the one hand it thinks that «the efforts of the International Com-
munity have to be focused on helping the parties, Morocco and Frente PO-
LISARIO, to achieve a fair, long-lasting and mutually acceptable political 
solution, which envisages self-determination for the people of Western 
Sahara within the context of arrangements consistent with the principles 
and objectives of the United Nations Charter»66, and on the other hand, «it 
praises Morocco’s serious and credible efforts»67 and supports Moroccan 
proposals for autonomy over the Territory, leaving aside the defence of 
Sahrawi’s right to self-determination68.

The United States (USA)

United States has neither recognised the sovereignty of Moroccan over 
Western Sahara nor has it recognised the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Re-

63 Statements made by Morocco’s Ambassador to the UN, Omar Hilale, after the vote 
on Resolution 2218(2015). http://www.marocpress.com/en/moroccoworldnews/arti-
cle-37714.html.
64 Statements made by the Chinese Foreign Affairs Minister, Wang Yi (Algeria, 23rd 
Dec. 2013).
65 (DEDENIS, 2007) op. cit. Page 32.
66 Comments on Resolution 2218/2015 for renewing the mandate of MINURSO, by the 
Presidency of the Government. Press Release available at:http://www.lamoncloa.gob.
es/serviciosdeprensa/.
67 Joint Statement from the XI Summit between Spain and Morocco (Madrid, 5th June 
2015): http://www.exteriores.gob.es/Embajadas/RABAT/es/Noticias/Paginas/Articu-
los/20150615.aspx.
68 (SOROETA LICERAS, 2014).
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public (SADR). As a permanent member with veto power of the UN Secu-
rity Council, the United States gave support to the United Nations «Settle-
ment Plan» and «Baker Plan II».

In 2013, the Congressional Committee for Western Sahara was formed in 
the US Congress, in an attempt to highlight the need for free self-deter-
mination and the supervision of human rights in Western Sahara, which 
was renewed in June 201569.

North American position on the question of Western Sahara has to be stu-
died from the viewpoint of the geopolitical context of the region and the 
valuable relations with Morocco (a key regional ally, partner in the fight 
against terrorism, constructive stakeholder in the Middle East and leader 
of the Arab efforts to democratise their countries)70.

The position of the United States towards Western Sahara has been cons-
tant for many years. It can be summed up as follows71:

 − Morocco´s Autonomy Plan is serious, realistic and credible, and 
amounts to a potential approach that could satisfy the Sahrawi as-
pirations to manage their own affairs in peace and with dignity.

 − It supports the UN tasks (negotiations, the work of its special envoy 
and of MINURSO).

 − The parties must seek a fair and long-lasting political solution by 
mutual agreement.

France

Since 1975, France, which has enormous interests (political, economic72, 
military. cultural, etc.) in Morocco, is a committed supporter to this coun-
try’s fight to «recover the Southern Provinces». French Governments 
have never concealed their opposition to a Sahrawi State, as it would 
be under the influence of Algeria and a factor that would destabilise the 
Kingdom of Morocco. However, this support has made relations between 
France and Algeria even more complicated. In Paris, it is considered that 
the conflict must be resolved between Algiers and Rabat, an attitude that 
irritates Algeria73.

69 http://conyers.house.gov/index.cfm/2015/6/reps-conyers-and-pitts-restart-western-sa-
hara-caucus.
70 (ARIEF, 2014) op. cit. Pages 8 and 9.
71 Joint Communiqué after the 3rd Session of the United States-Morocco Strategic 
Dialogue (Washington, 9th April 2015). Available at http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/
ps/2015/04/240531.htm.
72 It is the 2nd commercial partner after Spain, and the biggest investor (70% of direct 
foreign investment).
73 (ZOUBIR, 2010) op. cit. Page 6.
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France and Morocco jointly announced, with great media repercussion, 
the Moroccan proposal for autonomy in 2007, hoping for an amicable so-
lution, but years later, after the «Arab Springs» and the threat of war 
hovering over the Sahel and Libya, the conflict has become a «minor con-
flict» for France. In fact, the Sahrawi case is now virtually limited to the 
annual session of the UN Security Council in April, when an attempt is 
made to extend MINURSO´s mandate and the more and more reduced 
credits, for one year74.

As far as the Elyse’s Government is concerned, what matters on a regio-
nal level is the fight against terrorist groups, and this requires a greater 
cooperation with Algiers... and the support from Rabat. Proof of this ten-
sion lies in the diplomatic crisis between France and Morocco, with the 
suspension of police and judicial cooperation (February 2014 to January 
2015)75.

From an official French viewpoint the following are necessary to solve 
the conflict:

 − To live up to the expectations of the Territory’s inhabitants.
 − To achieve the economic and political integration of the Maghreb.
 − To find a response to the deteriorating security situation in the 

Sahel.

At heart, France feels that the Autonomy Plan submitted by Morocco 
in April 2007, constitutes a serious and credible basis for a negotiated 
solution76.

Russia

Russia, which is SADR’s second biggest commercial supplier, aims to 
play a more active and independent role in the region. When defining 
its foreign policy stance towards Western Sahara, Moscow takes into 
account the need to not jeopardise its relations with other countries 
in Northern Africa that hold conflicting opinions about the Sahrawi 
question (such is the case of Algeria, one of its key partners in the 
region)77.

74 (VERMEREN, 2015), Page 7.
75 (VERMEREN, 2015), Ibidem.
76 Explanation for the French vote (28th April 2015) by France’s Depu-
ty Permanent Representative to the United Nations. http://www.franceonu.org/
Le-Conseil-de-securite-renouvelle.
77 Informal visit to Moscow of a delegation of Frente POLISARIO in March 2015.
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/04/russia-western-sahara-inte-
rest-SPLA-active-role.html#.
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The Russian position remains unalterable and is based upon the need to 
find a mutually acceptable political solution to this old problem on the 
basis of the relevant resolutions of the UN Security Council78.

Figure 2. The Western Sahara Conflict: Schematic Map.

78 Official communiqué after an informal meeting with POLISARIO´s representatives 
(Moscow, 25thFebruary 2015). http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/04/
russia-western-sahara-interest-SPLA-active-role.html#.
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Conclusions and prospects

The geopolitical situation in the region is no longer the same as it was 
decades ago. New factors have emerged, most of which have an external 
cause (the «Arab Springs», the increase in insecurity in the zone, the do-
mestic situation in Algeria, the fight to exploit the natural resources, etc.), 
which means that there is a pressing need to put an end to the stagnation 
of the conflict. However, there is a risk that if any of the States involved is 
weakened, some of the latent conflicts could be rekindled or intensified, 
affecting the whole area of the Sahara, making Western Sahara a zone 
where Al-Qaeda and the Jihadist groups in the region could potentially 
establish their bases.

Frente POLISARIO

The Sahrawi refugees consider that the almost forty years they have 
spent living in Tindouf, in particularly difficult conditions, can only lead 
to Independence. A great part of the legitimacy of their leaders is based 
upon the struggle for the sovereignty of Western Sahara, and any conces-
sion to their opponent would be viewed as treachery79.

At the moment, the POLISARIO does not seem to be prepared to play the 
«autonomy» card, under the pretext that Morocco has so far not offered 
the required guarantees that involve proof of a genuine democratisation 
of the country. However, at the same time, the POLISARIO is applying 
pressure in the sense that autonomy must be offered with the maximum 
possible empowering, an attempt being made to negotiate the establi-
shment of a self-governing system (complete and with guarantees) for 
Western Sahara within a democratic, decentralised and plural Morocco 
that recognises its right to participate in political life. Should this solution 
be accepted, the POLISARIO could take a decisive step towards reconci-
liation between Sahrawi and Moroccans, which would lay the foundations 
for constructing a «Maghreb of Regions», thus putting an end to the rival-
ries for hegemony that have characterised recent history in the zone80.

Morocco

The state of war in Western Sahara has not only served as the best en-
dorsement of the Moroccan Monarchy, but it has also yielded substantial 
political advantages (separating the Royal Armed Forces from politics, 
refusing the opposition´s demand for certain liberalising reforms, and 
the approval of other reforms that would only be accepted in a climate of 

79 (DEDENIS, 2007) op. cit. Page 24.
80 (LOPEZ GARCIA, 2014).
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pre-hostility, etc.). Morocco, which wants to have greater leadership on 
the continent (with increasing projection in economic, religious and West 
African security matters), is attempting to carry out the costly integration 
of the «Sahrawi Provinces» into the Kingdom, trying to make the «reuni-
fication» irreversible.

Morocco took a great risk by not receiving the Personal Envoy and dela-
ying its blessing of the new Head of MINURSO for over a year, until the 
Secretary-General heeded its requests. All of this was a success for Mo-
roccan diplomacy, which has managed to get its own way thanks to the 
West’s need to account on this country as an essential ally in the fight 
against Jihadist Terrorism, and for it to constitute an element of stability 
in Northern Africa.

At the moment, Rabat seems to be winning «on score points», imposing 
its will (definitely abandoning the idea of a referendum, promoting the 
advisability of a «third option», i.e. an autonomous Western Sahara wi-
thin the Kingdom), while in the meantime administering most of the Te-
rritory81. However, from an International Law perspective, Morocco’s sole 
option (autonomy yes and only yes) does not fit and is not viable. In fact, 
the Moroccan military occupation did not amount to a transfer of sove-
reignty (amongst other reasons because Spain only administrated the 
Territory); sovereignty over it belongs only to the inhabitants of the zone 
and the decision about the right to self-determination belongs exclusively 
to the inhabitants of the Non-Self-Governing Territory82.

But time is no longer on its side, because now it shares with the POLISA-
RIO and Algeria the objective of finding a solution as soon as possible, 
so that it does not lose control over the region. Therefore, forced by its 
mentors/allies, Morocco could submit a «third option plus», i.e. a pro-
posal that constitutes an improvement on the «Autonomy Plan (2007)», 
in which Rabat would be responsible for defence, foreign affairs and cu-
rrency, whereas the Sahrawi would be responsible for management by 
means of democratic legislative and judicial bodies.

Algeria

The country is immersed in a deep political crisis (delicate health of the 
Head of State, uncertainty surrounding his successor, deterioration in re-
lations with Mauritania, etc.), economic crisis (the sharp drop in oil prices, 
80% of its budget depending on that resource) and a security crisis (in-

81 Ibidem, Page 23.
82 An interview on 12th May 2015 with Doctor Luis Ángel Aparicio-Ordás González-
García.Professor at Alfonso X El Sabio University (Madrid).
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creased insecurity in the Sahara-Sahel, appearance on its territory of the 
Jihadist group «Jund al-Khalifah»).

Based on these reasons it is considered that Algeria is not going to modify 
its current position, nor to play an active role in this conflict, although it 
would be an error to underestimate the opinions of some Algerian per-
sonalities who are of the opinion that «Algeria does not need a new State 
on its frontiers» and that the best solution is one where «there are no 
winners or losers»83.

Mauritania

There is probably no external player that knows more about the Sahrawi 
problem than Mauritania. Its neutrality policy seems to have borne fruit, 
as can be seen by the current stability of its frontiers, the economic re-
covery, the consolidation of its relations and cooperation with its neigh-
bours, mainly Morocco.

Mauritania could, without abandoning its neutrality, constitute a balan-
cing factor in the regional politics, thereby preventing any negative reper-
cussion that could otherwise be caused by a return to armed conflict that 
the zone does not need. Mauritanian politicians must accept the responsi-
bility of collaborating in the search for a solution and in making a serious 
contribution to trying to convince the two parties, adopting a more global 
and effective policy, so that it does not find itself taking sides and forming 
bilateral alliances84.

The United Nations

Many analysts accuse the United Nations of bias and of being unable to 
impose drastic and effective solutions. In fact, by defining the conflict in 
terms of self-determination, it would be supporting the viewpoint of Fren-
te POLISARIO and Algeria. However, the UN has given de facto to Morocco 
the option of vetoing any potential solution that envisages self-determi-
nation. The inconsistency in the behaviour of the United Nations where 
these two aspects are concerned is one of the main reasons why the con-
flict has reached a cul de sac. In view of the Security Council’s failure to 
allow the conflict to be solved by holding a self-determination referen-
dum, it is incumbent upon it to take the initiative and move proactively to 

83 Interview given to La Gazette du Maroc on 10th March 2003, by Major-General 
Khaled Nezzar, former Minister of Defence (1992-1994) and one of the five members of 
the Algerian Council of State that annulled the second round of elections in the country 
planned for 1992. http://www.algeria-watch.org/fr/article/mil/nezzar_gazette.htm .
84 Abeid Uld Imignin an article that appeared in the Moroccan newspaper HESPRES 
(19-01-2015).
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rule out or neutralise the parties’ objections, mainly the Moroccan ones. 
Although it is the United Nations’ responsibility to resolve the conflict, 
the key to the solution is in the hands of France and the United States, 
countries that although not recognising Morocco’s sovereignty over the 
Territory, have enabled it to consolidate its position85.

If this were to happen in the next few months, the Personal Envoy of the 
UN Secretary-General for the Sahara, Christopher Ross, could make the 
progress that he has been unable to achieve over the past three years, 
during which time his efforts focused on bringing the two parties toge-
ther in direct or unofficial negotiations, without finding the key though to 
an arrangement involving consensus.

The European Union

In the next few years, the EU will be gaining diplomatic weight in the zone 
and increasing its degree of involvement (Neighbourhood Policy, Securi-
ty Sector Reform Missions, Sahel Regional Action Plan 2015-2020, etc.), 
encouraging regional integration through giving political and economic 
support to existing institutions and regional Security mechanisms (the 
African Union and its Security Council, the G5 in the Sahel, etc.) in order 
to make them more efficient in preventing, managing and solving crises.

The African Union

The EU and the UN consider the African Union (AU) to be a privileged 
interlocutor when it comes to resolving the conflicts on that continent. In 
spite of this, and as a result of Morocco’s systematic opposition, it seems 
highly unlikely that the AU will play any major role in the outcome of this 
conflict. Some analysts think that Morocco’s potential reincorporation 
into this organisation would be an opportunity to find a positive outcome 
to the conflict. If Morocco were to do so, the AU could bar its membership 
until it found a solution to the Western Sahara crisis, but it is considered 
that such a refusal would be rather unlikely.

Spain

From the Spanish perspective, this conflict has put at risk its policy in the 
region for almost half a century. Therefore, Spain should do more to find 
a solution to the conflict, because this would make the zone more stable 
and would break the stalemate affecting questions that have been shel-
ved for some time, such as the enlargement to the Canary Isles Exclusive 

85 (ZOUBIR, 2010).
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Economic Zone, which have been postponed until a solution is found for 
the Sahara Conflict. If the solution to the conflict were to go in favour of 
Moroccan ambitions, it is only to be expected that the experienced and 
well-oiled machinery of the Moroccan influence (diplomatic, media, etc.) 
would endeavour to redirect its efforts to further nationalist demands.

The United States

The US would prefer a solution that did not destabilise the Alaouite King-
dom or have a negative effect on Moroccan cooperation in security ma-
tters, while trying not to alienate Algeria. At the same time, it would like 
to see the conflict resolved as soon as possible, because the fight against 
terrorism in the Maghreb and the Sahel requires the cooperation of all the 
States in the region, mainly Morocco and Algeria. Therefore, the United 
States is determined to ensure that «the parties make significant pro-
gress not only towards reaching a mutual political solution but also to 
improving the human rights situation during the course of 2016»86.

France

Although the conflict has now become a secondary matter on its foreign 
agenda, France is anxiously waiting for Morocco to offer «one» solution 
that puts an end to the stagnation of the conflict, although it cannot impo-
se «the» solution on Morocco.

Human Rights

From the outset, the United Nations has supported the ongoing and im-
partial monitoring of human rights (even though this does not explicitly 
fall within the scope of MINURSO’s activities). However, it has merely as-
ked the parties to cooperate more closely with the relevant UN organisa-
tions that are working in the zone87.

Economic Aspects: Natural Resources

The Sahara conflict has a considerable impact on the region’s economic 
development. In fact, the absence of regional integration is having a ma-
jor negative effect on the trade balance: trading between the Maghreb 

86 Explanation given by Michele J.Sison, the United States Permanent Deputy Repre-
sentative to the United Nations, on the vote on the Security Council Resolution, (28th 
April 2015). http://usun.state.gov/briefing/statements/241216.htm.
87 In its Resolution 2218 (2015), the UN Security Council welcomed the visit planned 
for the High Commissioner Office for Human Rights in 2015.
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States hardly accounts for 1.3% of their foreign trade, one of the lowest 
regional percentages on the planet88. North American economists have 
demonstrated that an integrated Maghreb market and a free trade area 
would have highly beneficial results for the populations of this region89.

If US and British companies were to find oil in the area, this could raise 
the tone of the debate over Morocco’s right to exploit the natural resour-
ces in an occupied Territory.

Security Aspects

Although the security environment in the Western Sahara appears to 
be stable, the long-term effects of regional instability are still a cause 
for concern for MINURSO, the parties and their neighbours, all of which 
have taken further security measures to prevent the infiltration of radical 
groups. The scale of the protests shows that there is a growing risk of 
violent unrest that could lead to a small scale intifada90.

The starting points for new negotiations (5th Round) would no longer en-
visage bringing an end to the conflict, but rather preventing North Africa 
and the Sahel from falling into a state of paralysis that could cause, ac-
cording to Ban Ki-Moon, «tension from the extremist and criminal ele-
ments in the Sahel zone»91. In other words, the Sahara negotiations have 
become a regional and international matter, which requires the parties 
to take on major responsibilities, not only to make progress, but also to 
prevent the zone from falling into the network of grave dangers that are 
lying in wait92.

The current situation, «neither war,…, nor peace», cannot go on indefini-
tely, which is why it is estimated that 2016 and the following years will be 
decisive for the future of Western Sahara and during this period the In-
ternational Community must face up to the challenge of finding a solution 
in which everyone appears to win, or one in which all the parties can, at 
least, present the outcome as a victory to their respective public opinions.

88 (ZOUBIR, 2010), op.cit.Page 2.
89 Gary Clyde Hufbauer and Claire Brunel (Dirs.).«Maghreb Regional and Global Integra-
tion: A Dream to Be Fulfilled», Peterson Institute for International Economics, October 
2008.
90 On 8th January 2015, a group of about 60 youths armed with Molotov cocktails and 
shouting slogans in support of independence, attacked and set fire to a police station 
in the capital city Aaiun, committing acts of vandalism on several residential buildings 
and shops in the district of al-Maatalla (6 policemen injured). http://www.janes.com/
article/47931/attack-on-laayoune-police-station-indicates-rising-protest-risks-in-mo-
roccan-controlled-western-sahara.
91 Available at http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/.
92 (AL ASHHAB, 2015).
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«40 years have passed since the start of the conflict and 8 years since 
the parties submitted their proposals. Maintaining the status quo and 
the lack of constructive and skilful participation in the search for a so-
lution cannot be justified».

Ban Ki-Moon Secretary-General to the United Nations.
«Report on the situation in Western Sahara».
S/2015/246 § 74, Page18 (10thApril 2015).

Geopolitical indicators

ALGERIA MOROCCO MAURITA-
NIA

WESTERN 
SAHARA(3)

Surface area (km2) (1) 2,381,740 446,550 1,030,700 266,000

Population (est. 2014) (1) 39,928,947 33,492,909 3,984,457 549,000

Growth rate
(% annual) of the popula-
tion(1)

2 1 2 3.2

Infant mortality rate (per 
1,000 inhabitants) (1) 25 30 90 37.2

Life expectancy (1) 71 71 62 70

GDP (2014; thousand million 
dollars)(1) 214,10 107,01 5,03 0.9065

(est. 2007)

Annual (%) growth rate of the 
GDP (2014)(1) 4,1 4 6 -

Per Capita Income (dollars)(1) 5,34 3,020 1,260 2.500
(est. 2007)

Defence Budget
(Million dollars, 2013)(2) 10,402 4,064 149 -

% GDP on Defence (2013)(2) 4,8 3,8 4 -

SOURCES:
(1) World Bank: http://data.worldbank.org/country.
(2) Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI): http://

www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database.
(3) UNDATA: https://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crNa me=Western%20Sahara.
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Chronology of the conflict

CHAP I The Sahara Conflict.

DATE EVENTS

06/11/1975 Beginning of the «Green March», which is «deplored» by the Secu-
rity Council (Resolution 380).

14/11/1975 «Madrid Agreements» (Morocco, Spain and Mauritania) whereby 
the Territory is transferred to Morocco and Mauritania.

10/12/1975
Double UN Resolution confirming the Saharawi’s right to self-de-
termination (Resolution 3458 A) and ratifies the Madrid Agree-
ments (Resolution 3458 B).

11/12/1975 First Moroccan troops arrive at Aaiun. First confrontations between 
Frente POLISARIO and Moroccan forces.

20/12/1975 Mauritanian troops take the towns of Tichla and La Güera (in the 
southern part of the Territory).

27-29/01/1976 First battle between Moroccan forces and Frente POLISARIO (An-
gala I).

26/02/1976 Spain officially withdraws from Western Sahara.

27/02/1976 Frente POLISARIO proclaims the Saharawi Arab Democratic Repu-
blic (SADR).

06/03/1976 Algeria recognises SADR.

07/03/1976 Diplomatic relations broken off between Morocco and Algeria.

14/04/1976 Morocco-Mauritania Agreement for the final partition of the Terri-
tory.

17-20/07/1979
Initiative from the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) (Monro-
via-Liberia) for a peaceful solution to the conflict. The proposal is 
rejected by Morocco.

15/08/1979
«Algiers Agreement»: Mauritania pacts its withdrawal from Sou-
thern and Western Sahara with Frente POLISARIO. The Moroccan 
army is deployed throughout the entire Territory.

4/12/1979 The UN General Assembly (Resolution 34/37) recognises the Frente 
POLISARIO as being the representative of the Saharawi.

1981 Morocco begins to construct «the walls».

27/06/1981
18th Summit of the OAU (Nairobi-Kenya). Hassan II accepts the 
Saharawi’s’ right to self-determination and proposes a confirming 
referéndum.

22/02/1982 TheSaharawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) joins the Organisa-
tion of African Unity (OAU).

27/02/1984 Mauritania recognises the SADR.

12/11/1984 Morocco officially leaves the OAU, in view of the admission of the 
SADR.

16/04/1987 The construction of the 6th wall is completed (1,600 km in the 
Territory).

06/05/1988 Morocco and Algeria re-establish diplomatic relations.

11/08/1988 The joint efforts of the UNO and OAU end in the «Settlement Plan».
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CHAP I The Sahara Conflict.

DATE EVENTS

30/08/1988 Morocco and Frente POLISARIO accept the UN «Settlement Plan».

22/11/1988
The UN General Assembly calls for direct negotiations between 
the parties, to reach a ceasefire and create the conditionsfor the 
referendum. (Resolution 43/33).

07/10/1989 The POLISARIO Front launches a massive attack against Moroccan 
troops in Guelta Zemmur (central zone) and Amgala.

04/1991 King Hassan II insists on the number of voters being increased, to 
include people who had lived for a long time in Morocco.

29/04/1991
The Security Council (CS) establishes the United Nations Mission 
for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) (Resolution S/
RES/690).

04/08-06/09 
1991

Final combats: major Moroccan offensive against the POLISARIO 
Front in Tifariti.

01/091991 First contingent of MINURSO arrives in Aaiun.

06/09/1991 A total ceasefire is established under the auspices of the United 
Nations.

08/05/1996 The UNSG suspends the process of identifying voters, owing to the 
difficulties and requirements of Morocco to complete the census.

14-16/09/1997 «Houston Agreements». The parties ratify the «Settlement Plan».

01/2000 MINURSO establishes the electorate valid for the referendum: 
86,386 voters.

02/2000
The Security Council (SC) decides to cancel the referendum owing 
to the difficulties in establishing a census, in view of the objections 
made by Morocco.

20/06/2001 The UNSG  includes «Baker Plan I» in its report to the SC 
(S2001613).

01/11/2001 First visit of the new king, Mohammed VI,  to Western Sahara.

29/01/2002
Report from the UN Legal Advisor, concerning the legality of ten-
ders and the signing of contracts with foreign countries to exploit 
the resources in Western Sahara.

23/05/2003 The UNSG presents «Baker Plan II» in its report to the SC 
(S2003565).

31/07/2003 The SC approves the Baker Plan II [S/RES/1495 (2003)] and reitera-
tes that the Plan is «the best political solution».

16/10/2003 The UNSG urges Morocco to accept and apply the Plan, in its report 
(S20031016).

05/03/2004
The visits Between Sahrawi Families Programme begins, under the 
supervision of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) and with logistic support from MINURSO.

29/04/2004
The SC reiterates its official support for «Baker Plan II», but also 
calls for «a mutually acceptable solution given that Morocco rejec-
ted Baker Plan II» [S/RES/1541 (2004].

11/06/2004 James Baker resigns.
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CHAP I The Sahara Conflict.

DATE EVENTS

29/07/2005 The former Dutch diplomat Peter Van Walsum is appointed Perso-
nal Envoy of the UNSG.

18/08/2005
After US mediation, and under the auspices of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Frente POLISARIO frees the last 
404 Moroccan prisoners of war.

06/11/2005
30th anniversary of the Green March. Mohammed VI announces that 
he is preparing a plan to grant autonomy to Western Sahara, under 
Moroccan sovereignty.

13/04/2007
Morocco presents its Plan the «Moroccan Initiative forNegotiating 
an Autonomy Statute for the Sahara», in a letter to the President of 
the Security Council.

16/04/2007
The South African Ambassador to the UNO presents a letter to the 
Security Council (S/2007/210) enclosing the «counterproposal» 
from Frente POLISARIO.

30/04/2007

The SC calls on the parties to initiate direct negotiations, and 
expresses its acknowledgement of the proposals from Morocco 
and takes note of the document from the POLISARIO. [S/RES/1754 
(2007)].

18-19/06/2007
1st Round of Official Negotiations (Manhasset I). They can be consi-
dered the first direct negotiations in 7 years. Algeria and Mauritania 
attended as observers.

10-11/08/2007 2nd Round of Official Negotiations (Manhasset II). 

08-09/01/2008 3rd Round of Official Negotiations (Manhasset III ).

17-18/03/2008 4th Round of Official Negotiations (Manhasset IV).

07/01/2009 Christopher Ross is appointed the UNSG’s Personal Envoy to Wes-
tern Sahara.

25-27/02/2009 Christopher Ross’1st Tour to the region (Rabat, Tinduf, Algiers), 
Spain and France.

30/04/2009
In its report to the SC [S/2009/200/Corr.1], the UNSG proposes 
that careful preparations be made before the 5th Official Round; the 
parties agree to take part in preparatory official meetings.

24-30/06/2009 Christopher Ross’ 2nd Tour to the region (Algiers, Rabat, Tinduf, 
Nouakchott) and Spain.

9-10/08/2009 Un-official Talks: 1st Round (Dürnstein-Vienna, Austria). For the first 
time there was a thawing in the relations.

11-12/02/201 Un-official Talks: 2nd Round (Armonk, New York). 

17-25/03/2010
Christopher Ross’ 3rd Tour to the region, in which he meets the 
Algerian, Moroccan and Mauritanian Heads of State, and with the 
Secretary General of Frente POLISARIO.

08-09/11/2010 Un-official Talks: 3rd Round (Long Island, New York). An agreement 
is reached to renew the visits of the families by air.

8-9/11/2010 The Sahrawi Camp Ag daim Izyk (16 Km SE of Aaiun) is forcibly 
dismantled by the Moroccan security forces. 
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DATE EVENTS

25/11/2010
Resolution (unprecedented) from the European Parliament that 
condemns the events of Ag daim Izyk. [Resolution P7_TA(2010) 
0443].

16-18/12/2010 Un-official Talks: 4th Round (Long Island, New York). 

21-23/01/2011 Un-official Talks: 5th Round (Long Island, New York). 

08-09/03/2011 Un-official Talks: 6th Round (Mellieha, Malta).

05-06/06/2011 Un-official Talks: 7th Round (Greentree Estate, New York). 

20-21/07/2011 Un-official Talks: 8th Round (Greentree, New York). 

11-13/03/2012 Un-official Talks: 9th Round (Manhasset, New York). 

10/05/2012
Morocco,a non-permanent member of the SC, informs that it has 
«lost trust in the UNSG’s Personal Envoy», accusing him of being 
«biased and unfair».

28/11/2012
Ross informs the SC that this is not the moment to hold Un-official 
Talks, suggesting «itinerant diplomacy» with the parties and the 
neighbouring States.

28/01-
15/02/2013

Ross visits the members of the Group of Friends of Western Sahara 
(France, Russia, Spain, United Kingdom and United States) to find 
support for the negotiations.

15/03/2013
Joint Statement from the Group of Friends, expressing their 
support to the efforts made by Ross, urging the parties to show 
flexibility and to progress towards a political solution.

25/04/2013
Morocco successfully exerts pressure on the United States to wi-
thdraw its proposal for extending the MINURSO’s mandate and for 
including the monitoring of the respect for human rights.

03/07/2013
Agreement between UNHCR, Morocco, Frente POLISARIO, Maurita-
nia and Algeria to increase family visits, to a rate of around 4,000 
visits/year.

06/2014

AU-UNO Meeting. The Special Envoy of the African Union (AU) for 
Western Sahara, (ex-President Joaquim Chissano), meets the Per-
sonal Representative and the Special Envoy in New York to express 
the AU’s concern over the lack of progress in the negotiations 
taking place.
Flights taking people on family visits are suspended as a result of 
disagreements between the parties over the list of candidates for 
paying the visits.

27/10/2014
Morocco opposes the journey of the new Special Representative 
and Head of MINURSO, Kim Bolduc, to take up her post in Aaiun 
[She should have taken it up on 1st August 2014].

01/01/2015
Morocco publishes a new Military Justice Code, which excludes 
civilians from the jurisdiction of the military courts. In force since 
1st July.

22/01/2015
The Moroccan veto to the UNSG Representatives is removed after 
a phone conversation between the Secretary General Ban Ki-moon 
and King Mohammed VI.

11-23/02/2015 The Personal Envoy (Ambassador Ross) tours the region. It is the 
first tour for almost a year.
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DATE EVENTS

02/03/2015
The North American companyKosmos Energy finds oil in Western 
Sahara’s territorial waters (Cape Bojador) and declares that the 
well is not profitable and will be abandoned.

03/2015 The African Union requires that MINURSO supervises the human 
rights. 

28/04/2015 The SC extends MINURSO´s mandate until April 2016, without any 
substantial changes. [Resolution 2218 (2015)].

08/2015 First oil prospection on land in Aaiun (Anglo-Irish company San 
Leon Energy). 
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Chapter 
two

The fight over post-soviet space. The Russian 
minorities question

Pedro Sánchez Herráez

Abstract

From the origins of Russia, territorial expansion and colonisation of new 
lands by ethnic Russians has been a constant, which, except for a brief 
period in the early stage of the birth of the USSR, continued increasingly, 
during the supremacy of Russia in the whole great soviet space.

After the fall of the USSR, large groups of ethnic Russians were left out-
side the borders of the Russian Federation, constituting minorities in the 
new nations that emerged in which was renamed the Post-Soviet space, 
an area of key geopolitical importance at regional and global levels.

While the combination of migration, low birth rate and -in some cases- 
violence has decreased the size of these groups in all countries of that 
space, they remain human groups of significant proportions in many 
cases.

The potential instrumentalisation of these minorities -sometimes arguing 
responsibility to protect- in order to achieve political objectives within the 
framework of the existing dispute over the Post-Soviet space is an ele-
ment that must be appropriately considered, to the effect of lessening the 
stress in the area.
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Introduction

The extensive territory known as Post-Soviet space, which from another 
perspective emanating from Moscow, is referred to as Russian space or 
«nearly abroad» space or sphere of geopolitical influence –or in any other 
way that implies, to a greater or lesser extent, falling within Russian orbit– 
is, a priori, a huge and heterogeneous zone which borders are difficult to 
define1.

The large land belt that surrounds the Russian Federation –the largest 
country on Earth– which extends from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea, 
from the latter to the Caspian Sea and as far as the frontiers with Iran, 
(formerly Persia), the buffer state of Afghanistan and the distant China, 
thus including a large part of Eastern Europe, the entire Caucasus and the 
sub-region known as Central Asia2.

Figure 1. Russia and Post-Soviet Space. Source: Wikipedia.

1 The difficulty in defining «Russian Space» is considered in Fyodor Lukyanov, Crimea is 
the final nail in the Soviet Union’s Coffin, Russia in Global Affairs, 20th March 2015. Available at 
http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/redcol/Crimea-Is-Final-Nail-in-Soviet-Unions-Coffin-17380.
2 United Nations Statistics Division, Standard Country and Area Codes Classifications.
Available athttp://millenniumindicators.un.org/unsd/methods/m49/m49regin.htm.
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That space, involved in a secular dispute, is a frontier, transit and tra-
ding zone, an area of settlement and enforced migration, a boundary of 
Empires throughout the centuries, and is also a buffer zone and a battle-
field between Russia –under its different names and realities throughout 
history- and many nations not only from Europe and Asia, but also from 
other continents on the planet. It was and still is therefore a vital element 
where influence on a world scale is concerned.

All that one has to do is to consider the aspects involving security and 
the ways this is perceived– by Russia, the countries to the west and sou-
th of the Post-Soviet space and of the actual nations that lie within that 
space – to realise that this space is of paramount importance for world 
stability as a whole. Or, all that one has to do is to consider the reality 
of that space’s physical position between Russia, a power that exports 
hydrocarbons, and some of the economic blocks that are in the greatest 
need of such resources on the planet, meaning that oil pipelines and gas 
pipelines run through that space, as if they were arteries of the planet.

And it happens that that entire territory is inhabited by a heterogeneous 
mixture of peoples and populations, cultures and cosmovisions that, 
always caught up in the battles raging between Empires and powers, 
have undergone modifications to their frontiers, enforced displacements, 
migrations and, in Soviet times, have found themselves all covered by 
the same umbrella, forming part of an imperial structure (the USSR, the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) whose origins, development and di-
sappearance constitute the immediate genesis of conflicts often referred 
to as «frozen conflicts»3, conflicts in progress and other whose potential 
nature constitutes a subject of ongoing analysis.

This work revolves around a review of the situation in that space, in the 
light of the most recent events and on the basis of the population groups 
of Russian ethnicity, from a viewpoint focusing on Russia and the notion 
of the «Russian World».

Background to the conflict

Since the birth of the seed of what Russia is today, that is since Kievan 
Rus’, territorial expansion in search for secure frontiers and access to the 
sea, alternating with loss of territory as result of invasions, has been an 
ever-present factor that has shaped the cosmovision of Russia and the 
Russians.

3 In this sense BÁRCENAS MEDINA, Luis Andrés and LÓPEZ JIMÉNEZ, José Ángel, The 
frozen conflicts of the former Soviet Union, Contemporary International Conflicts no. 15, 
Ministry of Defense, Madrid, 2011.
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This constant spatial growth has been accompanied and nurtured by a 
pan-Russian, and even a pan-Slav view, partly as a consequence of the 
relationship with ancient Byzantium and of its position on the world map 
and partly as a result of oriental influences –in one sense or another- ari-
sing from the Mongol presence –and domination for centuries – in some 
of its territories.

Therefore, Russia, and Russian culture, so inseparably linked to Euro-
pean culture and history, features a series of differential elements that 
imbue it with a specific character, elements that, driven on by the myth 
of the Third Rome –after Byzantium fell into the hands of the Ottomans 
in 1453-, have served to bind a population distributed throughout an ex-
tensive territory, becoming larger and larger as the expansion took place 
that, from a stronghold in the cold taiga to the north of Moscow after the 
destruction of Kievan Rus’, witnessed the emergence of a Principality, a 
Tsarate and an Empire, the Russian Empire, the largest one on Earth.

This growth meant the absorption –one way or another- of the peoples 
that it found in its path, colonisation with ethnic Russians in sparsely po-
pulated or strategic zones –the policy pursued by the Tsars was one of 
Russification, the implementation of Russian military, political and econo-
mic elites into the peoples and ethnic groups that were absorbed into the 
Empire-, gradually modifying its demography.

During the XVIII and XIX Centuries, Russia achieved many of its secular 
objectives, outlet to warm seas and frontiers linked to geographical fea-
tures, and/or a spatial buffer that guarantee space and time to be able 
to defend the original core from any invasion –because these questions 
still shape Russia’s view of security -: the Mongols devastated Moscow 
in 1238 and Kiev, the original capital, in 1240; the Poles and Lithuanians 
occupied Moscow one more time in 1610, in the Tumultuous Times; the 
Swedes, at the beginning of the XVIII Century, reached Poltava, close to 
Kiev and constituted a serious threat to Moscow and the Empire; Napo-
leon occupied Moscow in 1812 in a campaign lasting hardly three mon-
ths… in spite of the spatial extension, security was not absolute.

And this territorial extension, which turned the Kievan Rus’ into a global 
Empire, necessarily involved clashes with other powers and Empires; te-
rritorial expansion was achieved through an ongoing struggle with the 
Ottoman Empire, battling for centuries against the Poles and Lithuanians, 
against the Persians and the Caucasians, against the peoples of Central 
Asia… and against the European powers –especially against the British 
Empire, the lord of the seas during the XIX Century–which, in search of 
a relative balance of power in accordance with the prevailing policy of 
the times, did not want Russian expansion to continue, as this would give 
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Russia easy access to the seas and thus enable this great land power to 
also become a thalassocracy4.

The term Great Game was coined as a result of this dispute, referring to 
the Russian fight to gain an outlet to the warm seas -Baltic, Mediterra-
nean, Pacific, Indian…- and the efforts, especially British, to prevent this 
happening, whatever the cost, by creating buffer States (like Afghanis-
tan), by supporting Russia’s rivals (Ottoman Empire) or by proxy wars, 
like the uninterrupted saga of the Balkan Wars. Meanwhile, the different 
geopolitical schools gradually underline the paramount importance of 
this Russian nucleus, of that heartland which, in the words of the briton 
Halford John Mackinder, has to be surrounded and separated from the 
rest of the territories to prevent it from dominating the world.

The exhaustion and the internal contradictions of one people –a conglo-
merate of peoples actually –after centuries of expansion and constant 
effort led, after a few unsuccessful attempts, to the triumph of the Rus-
sian Revolution in 1917, and the birth, a few years later (1922), of the 
USSR, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, whose first action, from 
that original bastion, after the collapse and breakdown of the Tsarist Em-
pire, consisted in recovering the territories with objectives –space and 
outlets to the sea–that were exactly the same as the Tsars’ aims.

To unite a heterogeneous population, albeit with a significant Russian 
majority5, the question of nationalities was tackled; Stalin, who was not a 
Russian himself and who had occupied the post of Commissioner for Na-
tionality-related Affaires, embarked on a policy of korenisation, meaning 
indigenisation, whereby the non-Russian nationalities were integrated on 
an equal basis and were given power, with a view not only to marking a 
symbolic difference between this new era and the period of Tsarist rus-
sification, but also to prevent separatisms and differing views on Soviet 
dogma, not an easy task to implement where many of those nationalities 
were concerned.

However, when the Soviet apparatus felt strong enough, towards the end 
of the 1930s, a policy of russification was implemented once again, in an 

4 A more detailed analysis of the issues presented in this section can be referred to in 
SÁNCHEZ HERRÁEZ, Pedro, Russia’s geopolitical framework: constant historical features, 
dinamics and vision in the XXI Century, or in Russia under Putin’s leadership, by various 
authors Instituto Español de Estudios Estratégicos, Ministry of Defense, Madrid, 2015.
5 At the outset, when the USSR came into existence, it had approximately 160 million 
inhabitants (more than the current population, almost a century later), extremely heter-
ogeneous in nature, although the majority were Russians, Ukrainians «Little Russians» 
and Belarusians «White Russians»: around 78 million Russians, 32 million Ukrainians 
and 5 million Belarusians, whereas none of the remaining groups had populations 
greater than 5 million (5 nationalities ranged from 4 to 2 million, 8 between 2 and 1 
million and 80 with less than 1 million). Evan Mawdsley, The Russian Civil War, Birlinn 
Limited, Edinburg, 2011.
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extreme form, which included deportations, enforced population displa-
cements and frontier changes on a hitherto unknown scale, in an attempt 
to undermine the foundations of the different nationalities and ethnic 
groups that, under Russian dominance, became buried beneath Marxist 
theory the Russian language becoming the «lingua franca».

The Second World War brought Hitler’s troops right to the gates of Mos-
cow in 1941, in yet another stormy period in the former land of the Tsars, 
but then the Soviet people, and in a special way, the Russian people –with 
the war raging, Stalin executed and deported millions of persons of other 
nationalities, accusing them of collaborating with the enemy –, with great 
difficulties managed to reverse the situation and end up on the winners´ 
side, managing not only to recover the territory that had been lost, but 
also to make territorial gains and a buffer space, using the satellite states 
for this purpose, which gave him strategic depth and security.

And, once again, there was a return to the Great Game, this time taking 
the form of Keenan’s theory of containment–which enunciated the worl-
d´s politics during the Cold War–merely taking up once again the theory 
championed by Nicholas J. Spykman, concerning the need to encircle 
the heartland, to dominate what he termed Rimland –an extensive ring 
of land larger than the subsequent Post-Soviet space, but that included 
it–for the purpose of keeping that heartland contained.

Apart from this external struggle, constant modifications have also been 
made to the internal frontiers of the republics comprising the Soviet 
Union, in a sort of geopolitical engineering that organizes production 
zones and other areas for extraction, defence, as well as passive ones, 
deciding on the deportation or resettlement of the inhabitants, blatantly 
exploiting space and population to achieve its ends, and –just like in the 
Tsarist period-, with a certain aim of Russifying the USSR, in an attempt 
to prevent the peripheral from feeling unattached from the centre, and 
invariably considering that the vast tracts of land were often sparsely 
inhabited by a population with a negative demographic growth.

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991, most of the former 
republics proclaimed their independence, in such a way that in the Baltic, 
Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia, in part of that security 
buffer –from the Russian perspective– in part of that zone also that su-
rrounds and controls the heartland –from another viewpoint– other coun-
tries emerged as autonomous entities that, as a result of Russian and 
Soviet geopolitical engineering, often suffered from serious structural 
problems, which ranged from a difficulty in becoming economically sta-
ble, to the very existence of the concept of nation, in view of the forced he-
terogeneity that was implemented in the preceding decades or centuries.

The loss of the Soviet –and Russian–power and influence brought about a 
vacuum in this spatial strip that, gradually, through direct and explicit ac-
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tion or simply through inertia and infection, started to become filled with 
the forces that existed on the «other» side of the strip –«the west», Isla-
mism, an increasingly powerful Asia... – facts that not only caused tension 
in the relations with Russia but also derived in further internal problems, 
in view of the controversies affecting these new or reborn nations.

And while Russia was losing that space, sphere, or zone of influence... 
conflicts were flaring up –a result of the tensions caused by past actions–
yet this Russia weakened to unexpected levels managed at the beginning 
of the 1990s, either supported by Russian ethnic groups existing in the 
former soviet republics, or in alliance with others, or by proxy, to gain 
direct or indirect control over certain positions and enclaves –Transd-
niester, Abjasia, South Ossetia and Nagorno Karabakh6 –which, acting 
as advanced positions, enabled the country to retain a certain degree of 
control and security –once again, from a certain perspective– over its for-
mer «Post-Soviet space», using, in most cases the argument that it was 
defending its compatriots, Russians in the broadest sense, under threat 
in the new nations.

Events were to continue, marked by such episodes as the war with Geor-
gia in 2008 and the Ukraine Crisis in 2013; events that could be framed 
as within the dynamics described. A review of this quick course of events 
would be put together by Putin himself in a speech given in July 2014:

«That is what we are seeing, for example, in Ukraine. What both you 
and I must clearly understand is that the events provoked in Ukraine 
are the concentrated expression of the so much boasted policy of con-
tainment. Its roots, as you well know, lie in the depths of history, and it 
is well apparent that unfortunately that policy did not disappear either 
once the «Cold War» came to an end.

In Ukraine, you are witnesses, our compatriots are under threat, whe-
ther Russians or people from other nationalities, their language, their 
history, their culture and their legitimate rights, however these being 
guaranteed by the European Union agreements, are under threat. When 
I talk of Russians and Russian citizens, I am referring to the people who 
feel themselves to be part of what we call the Russian World in the 
widest sense, not necessarily those whose ethnic origins are Russian, 
but all those who consider themselves to be Russians»7.

6 SÁNCHEZ HERRÁEZ, Pedro. Crimea: a new advanced position for Russia?,Instituto Es-
pañol de Estudios Estratégicos, Analysis Document 13/2015, 3rd March 2015. Available 
at http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2015/DIEEEA13-2015_Crimea_
NuevaPosicionRusa_PSH.pdf.
7 Embassy of the Russian Federation in the Kingdom of Spain, Vladimir Putin, 
Conference of Ambassadors and Permanent Representatives from Russia, 1st July 
2014. Underlined by the author. Available at http://spain.mid.ru/es/noticias/-/
asset_publisher/VQoWUGohJ7ON/content/conferencia-de-embajadores-y-rep-
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Current situation of the conflict

The Concept of Russian People

In 2000, Vladimir Putin, democratically elected, came to power in Russia. 
From the very outset his mission was clear: «to look after Russia»8.He 
reorganises the country, raises its capacities, recovers Russian essence 
and, apparently a priori without intending to cause confrontation –there 
are many indications of collaboration in this sense– he tries to recover 
Russia’s lost power and prestige.

Putin indicates that the collapse of the Soviet Union was the biggest 
geopolitical disaster of the 20th Century and was a drama for Russia, as 
tens of millions of compatriots and citizens found themselves living out-
side Russian territory9. And he then recovers Russian identity and the 
country’s spiritual codes, working actively to achieve this, since he is 
aware that this special identity constitutes a vital element if it is to be 
revived, and Russia’s cultural and political leadership is to be reinstated 
in Eurasia and most of Post-Soviet space10.

In this sense, it is important to understand the concept of «Russky Mir», 
the Russian World, which integrates not only Russian citizens, but also 
the all-encompassing concept that includes, or attempts to include Rus-
sians living in locations of the former Soviet Republics or in other coun-
tries, emigrants and their children, and even Russian-speaking people... 
everybody who feels an interest for Russia11.

This term is rather vague, because it takes in ethnic Russians and likewi-
se includes Russian-speaking population, referring not only to those li-
ving in Russia or in the Post-Soviet space, but also to the Russian Dias-
pora and to Russian-speaking communities throughout the world – data 

resentantes-permanentes-de-rusia?redirect=http%3A%2F%2Fspain.mid.
ru%2Fes%2Fnoticias%3Fp_p_id%3D101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON%26p_p_life-
cycle%3D0%26p_p_state%3Dnormal%26p_p_mode%3Dview%26p_p_col_id%3Dcol-
umn-1%26p_p_col_count%3D1%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_advanced-
Search%3Dfalse%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_keywords%3D%26_101_IN-
STANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_delta%3D20%26p_r_p_564233524_resetCur%3D-
false%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_cur%3D7%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUG-
ohJ7ON_andOperator%3Dtrue.
8 Rusopedia, Vladimir Putin,http://Rusopedia.rt.com/personalidades/politicos/is-
sue_246.html#Misión clave: cuidar de Rusia.
9 President of Russia, Annual Address to the Federal Assembly of the Rus-
sian Federation, 25th April, 2005. Available athttp://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/
speeches/2005/04/25/2031_type70029type82912_87086.shtml.
10 BEN AMI, Shlomo, Let Russia be Russia, Project Syndicate, 9th December 2014. Available 
at https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/russia-identity-foreign-policy-by- 
shlomo-ben-ami-2014-12/spanish.
11 Russky Mir Fund, available at http://www.russkiymir.ru/languages/spain/index.htm.
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ranging from 20 to 40 million, 30 million Russian-speaking people being 
referred to most frequently12. This situation reflects, to a certain extent, 
the existence of two terms that can be applied to the Russian identity: the 
Russian word «russky» referring to the ethnic Russian identity, whereas 
«russiisky» refers to Russian citizenship, a status that is used on occa-
sions with calculated ambiguity.

Although, as in many other nations of the world, migration has been a 
constant phenomenon, many of the major waves in Russia have taken 
place as a consequence of wars and unrest. However, the massive emi-
gration of the population after the fall of the Soviet Union was specially 
outstanding: in little over five years, more than a million people left for 
Israel13 – the country with the third highest number of Russians from the 
Diaspora in the world –only exceeded by Germany and the United States, 
around 3 million Russians … and Russian-speaking persons living in the 
latter country, often living close to each other14 and with a strong feel of 
identity, although it would not be accurate to talk of any serious assimila-
tion or integration problems existing in most of these cases.

Therefore, what is known as passportisation, the act of including as Rus-
sian citizens, Russian-speaking persons and/or people who were citizens 
of the former Soviet Union, is added to the broad concept of «Russian». 
Passportisation possesses the logic of preserving continuity arising from 
Russia assuming a large part of the international status of the USSR  
– from the seat in the UN to most of the treaties signed by that Organization– 
but that, on occasions, is used as yet another soft power measure for 
achieving political purposes15. And if this concept is mixed with an am-
biguous policy of protecting «compatriots» within and beyond Russian 

12 LEWIS, M., SIMONS, Paul, F. Gary and FENNIG, Charles D. (editors.), 2015.Ethnologue: 
Languages of the World, 18th Edition, SIL International, Dallas. Available at https://www.
ethnologue.com/language/rus.
13 One million Russian Jews arrived in this country, between 1989 and 1995, which 
amounted to a 25% increase in Israel’s population, and they maintain strong identity ties. 
In this sense, refer to Carmen Pérez González and Pedro Sánchez Herráez, The Pales- 
tine-Israel Conflict II, Contemporary International Conflicts no. 16, Ministry of Defence, 
Madrid, 2012, Pages 204-205; Uri Avnery, The Russians came, 27th April 2013. Available 
at http://zope.gush-shalom.org/home/en/channels/avnery/1367019948/.
14 There are zones in the United States where a considerable percentage of the popu-
lation is of Russian origin or Russian-speaking; such examples include, in Florida, the 
Sunny Isles Beach zone, known as «Little Moscow», where 7.37% of the inhabitants 
speak Russian as their first language, or the popular – because it appears in many films 
and literary works – «Little Odessa» or «Little Russia», in New York. New York Guides, 
The Everything Guide to Brighton Beach, 13th April 2009. Available at http://nymag.com/
guides/everything/brighton-beach/.
15 GRIGAS, Agnia. Compatriot Games: Russian-Speaking Minorities in the Baltic States, 
World Politics Review, 21 October 2014. Available at http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/
articles/14240/compatriot-games-russian-speaking-minorities-in-the-baltic-states.
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frontiers, the effects for security and as a potential source of conflicts 
could be considerable.

As proof of this state of affairs, when Putin gave his new year address to 
the Russian people in 201516 he included at the beginning of his speech, 
the following reference: «Love of one’s homeland is one of the strongest 
and highest sentiments. It was shown fully in the fraternal support given 
to the citizens of Crimea and Sebastopol when they decided to rejoin their 
original people. This event will forever be a great moment in the history of 
our country».

Therefore, since the conflict in Ukraine in 2013 and the annexation of Se-
bastopol and Crimea in the 2014, the degree of concern has increased in 
all the countries that have a Russian minority, in view of the fact that the 
tensions and frictions that might exist concerning language or cultural 
questions could be exacerbated by the opposed feelings from one and 
another parties, in the light of Russia’s actual or hypothetical capacity to 
use, as an element for causing disorder and social discontent, the Rus-
sian minorities not fully integrated into the bordering countries.

The Baltic States

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, small nations in terms of surface –Estonia 
is smaller than Aragon, and Latvia and Lithuania are approximately the 
size of Castilla la Mancha excluding the province of Albacete– and in ter-
ms of population –they have an average population of two million, except 
that Estonia is eight hundred thousand inhabitants short of this figure 
while an almost identical number in excess is living instead in Lithuania– 
have always been an object of desire for all their neighbours, due to their 
privileged position on the Baltic Coast.

After centuries of struggle between regional powers they ended up being 
absorbed by the Russian Empire, and since 1918,when the empire collap-
sed, the Baltic States experienced a period of independence –unlike the 
rest of what subsequently came to be known as Post-Soviet space, which 

16 Embassy of the Russian Federation in the Kingdom of Spain, The President of 
Russia Vladimir Putin greets the Russian people on New Year’s Eve, 31st December 
2014. Underlined by the author. Available at http://spain.mid.ru/es/noticias/-/as-
set_publisher/VQoWUGohJ7ON/content/el-presidente-de-pusia-vladimir-putin-felic-
ita-al-pueblo-ruso-con-motivo-del-ano-nuevo? redirect=http%3A%2F%2Fspain.mid.
ru%2Fes%.2Fnoticias%3Fp_p_id%3D101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON%26p_p_life-
cycle%3D0%26p_p_state%3Dnormal%26p_p_mode%3Dview%26p_p_col_id%3Dcol-
umn-1%26p_p_col_count%3D1%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_advanced-
Search%3Dfalse%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_keywords%3D%26_101_IN-
STANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_delta%3D20%26p_r_p_564233524_resetCur%3D-
false%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_cur%3D3%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUG-
ohJ7ON_andOperator%3Dtrue.
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was rapidly incorporated into the USSR– an independence that came to 
an end when they were forcibly annexed by the Soviet Union in 1940, just 
after the start of the Second World War, and finally integrated into the 
USSR at the end of the war, a war that also lead to the creation of the en-
clave known as Kaliningrad, the so-called «Fourth Baltic Republic» which 
was formally part of Russian territory.

Thus, since those times, all the Baltic Republics have a frontier with Rus-
sia, who in the Tsarist as well as in the Soviet eras pursued a very active 
Russification policy over those territories, to the extent that at present, 
and in spite of the fact that since 1989 the number of Russians living in 
these nations has decreased by almost three quarters of a million17, there 
are still considerable Russian minorities, ranging from approximately 6% 
in Lithuania –the westernmost State, bordering with Kaliningrad–to more 
than 30% in Estonia and Latvia.

This population is not significant only the amount, but also, in many cases, 
because they are grouped together and constitute a majority –or a very 
substantial minority –in certain zones or cities in these countries; they 
account for 15% of the inhabitants of Vilnius, the capital of Lithuania, and 
a third of the population in Klaipeda, the third most important city in the 
country. In Latvia, almost 40% of the population living in the capital, Riga, 
are ethnically Russian, –in fact, the City Mayor is Russian18 –the data in 
the capital of Estonia, Tallinn, being similar.

Furthermore, a large number of Russians still remain in Latvia and Esto-
nia without having been granted the status of citizens of those countries 
(13% and 7% respectively, of the total population living in these coun-
tries), which constitutes a constant source of tension, whereas Lithua-
nia, which has a much lower percentage of ethnic Russian, has obviously 
had less difficulties in managing that minority, the majority of whom have 
been able to obtain Lithuanian nationality.

Reflecting this situation, a study conducted in 2008 among ethnic Rus-
sians living in the Baltic States revealed that 12% ethnic Russians in Li-
thuania and 25% and 55% in Latvia and Estonia, respectively19, felt discri-

17 Data obtained from: the Latvian Government http://www.csb.gov.lv/en/notikumi/
key-provisional-results-population-and-housing-census-2011-33306.html, the Estoni-
an Government http://www.stat.ee/34278 and the Lithuanian Governmenthttp://db1.
stat.gov.lt/statbank/selectvarval/saveselections.asp?MainTable=M3010215&PLan-
guage=1&TableStyle=&Buttons=&PXSId=3236&IQY=&TC=&ST=ST&rvar0=&rvar1=&rva
r2=&rvar3=&rvar4=&rvar5=&rvar6=&rvar7=&rvar8=&rvar9=&rvar10=&rvar11=&rvar1
2=&rvar13=&rvar14=.
18 The Guardian, Riga´s mayor: «I´m a Russian-speaking Latvian and a patriot of my 
country», 15th June 2015. Available at http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/
jun/15/riga-mayor-im-a-russian-speaking-latvian-patriot-nils-usakovs.
19 BEST, Marina. The Ethnic Russian Minority: A problematic issue in the Baltic States, 
Verges: Germanic & Slavic Studies in Review, Volume 2 no. 1, pages 33-41, 2013.
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minated. The existence of such a large group of people with grievances 
against their country of residence, and concentrated in cities, could very 
possibly lead to situations in which disorder took place that might have 
more serious consequences. However, these large minorities have, within 
the framework of the law, organised themselves and formed groups and 
even political parties to defend their interests.

Some of the inhabitants feel concern over the possibility of «being the 
next in line» in the sequence of Russia’s real or apparent recovery of 
the Post-Soviet space20, although Putin himself has said that it would be 
madness to attack a member of NATO21. Nevertheless, it has been argued 
that the utilisation of a hybrid war22 along the lines of the one in Ukraine 
could be a low profile option used by Russia to achieve the objectives 
indicated, and, once such objectives have been achieved, the response, 
resorting to the blatant use of force would be more complex.

In spite of the impact of the conflict in Ukraine, it is true to say that the 
pro-Russian demonstrations have been seconded by only a few people in 
Estonia and Latvia – though the Authorities are well aware of this natio-
nal reality23 – and in Estonia, for example, where until 2009 the country’s 
main pieces of legislation were translated into Russian – the year when 
this practice was discontinued under the pretext of economic reasons ari-
sing from the crisis – the practice has been resumed24, a gesture that did 
not prevent the temporary blocking of Russian television signal in April 
2015, for pretended security reasons.

Thus, there are different appraisals and considerations about this matter, 
in view of the precedents, such as the incidents25 that took place in 2007 
in Tallinn, when the statue of a soldier–and the remains of the fallen– 
from the Soviet era were removed –riots that were also accompanied by a 

20 The Independent, Ukraine Crisis: inhabitants of the Baltic States fear that they will be 
next in the firing-line, 19th February 2015. Available athttp://www.independent.co.uk/
news/world/europe/ukraine-crisis-inhabitants-of-the-baltic-states-fear-that-they-
will-be-next-in-the-firingline-10058085.html.
21 RT, Putin: «Only someone who is not in their right mind could imagine that Rus-
sia will attack NATO», 6th June 2015. Available at http://actualidad.rt.com/
actualidad/176830-putin-imaginar-rusia-atacar-otan.
22 SÁNCHEZ HERRÁEZ, Pedro The new hybrid war: a brief strategic analysis, Instituto Es-
pañol de Estudios Estratégicos, Analysis Document 54/2014, dated 29th October 2014. 
Available athttp://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2014/DIEEEA54-2014_
NuevaGuerraHibrida_PSH.pdf.
23 Stratfor Analysis, The Baltic countries respond to Russian minorities, 21stMay 2014. Avail-
able at https://www.stratfor.com/analysis/baltic-countries-respond-russian-minorities.
24 Estonian Public Broadcasting, MajorEstonian Laws now available in Russian, 8th January 
2015.Available at http://news.err.ee/v/society/82a7b2e1-a252-4d9c-b723-290037055dc6.
25 El Mundo, Major disorders in the Estonian capital caused by the dismantling of a Soviet 
monument, 28th April 2007 http://www.elmundo.es/elmundo/2007/04/28/internacion-
al/1177744014.html.
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major cyber-attack on the entire country– with reports that a low-profile 
hybrid war was detected and could be verified during these incidents. 
As a result, there is an underlying thought that seriously considers the 
possibility that the groups of ethnic Russians constitute a fifth column, 
although such a prospect depends on the extent to which the ethnic Rus-
sians are integrated into their respective societies26.

The general feeling among the ethnic Russians, a priori does not constitu-
te a permanent and constant struggle to be assessed as a serious threat, 
although, obviously, the perception of the Authorities is conditioned by 
Russia’s potential ability to influence those considerable minorities, ex-
ploiting their disagreements and disputes with the Baltic Governments, 
especially among the groups of Russians who are less integrated or tho-
se with a «stateless» status.

Another question is the location and positioning of these countries in 
front of Russia´s immensity, a country which dwarfs them in all senses 
(see the comparative tables at the end of the document), which gives rise 
to a highly complex feeling, so the perception that a relatively large ethnic 
group, close to and bordering on their «homeland» could end up swa-
llowing the country is a factor that must be suitably assessed when it 
comes to judging certain actions, which certainly include adopting certain 
measures aimed at lowering the ethnic tension with strong anti-Russian 
dialectics.

Eastern Europe

This zone, which includes such countries as Belarus, Ukraine and Moldo-
va, constitutes an outstanding element within the Post-Soviet space, not 
only because it is a territory lying fully on European soil, covering a surfa-
ce area of more than 800,000 km2and inhabited by around 50 million peo-
ple –of whom over 8 million are ethnic Russians–making it a spatial and 
human entity of the first order, but also because the first two countries 
are considered, to a great extent, to be part of Russia itself –referred to 
from this viewpoint, as White Russia and Little Russia respectively–. Re-
garding Moldova, much smaller27, without a frontier with Russia, it used 
to be one of the USSR’s far-flung borders, as it lies in one of the corridors 
that give access to the Balkans, another one of the secular zones affected 
by Russian ambitions and activities.

26 Jurkonis, V. Are minorities in the Baltic States becoming the Russian Fifth Column? 
, Vilnius University, 23rd April 2015. Available at http://www.tspmi.vu.lt/tinklaras-
tis/2015/04/v-jurkonis-are-minorities-in-the-baltic-states-becoming-the-russian-fif-
th-column/.
27 Moldova covers a surface area of 33,851 Km2; for comparison purposes, the Auton-
omous Region of Galicia, in Spain, covers 29,574 km2.
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Although Belarus has remained, not without internal and external ten-
sions, very close to Russia, Ukraine –with a much greater specific weight, 
not only because of its privileged geographical position but also owing to 
its human and economic potential– has been opting, perhaps to a greater 
extent, for the West, a sentiment not shared by all the population– nor by 
Russia–which ended up by leading to the events28 that occurred in 2013 
(Euromaidan) and 2014 (Annexation of Crimea and Sebastopol to Russia 
and the armed rebellion in the Donbass), in a dispute in which the positio-
ning in favour of or against Moscow or Kiev still marks, to a large extent, 
the country’s ethnic differences.

The importance of population to Russia – which has lost nearly 2.3 million 
people in one decade29 – was made patent in Putin’s speech to the Fede-
ral Assembly in December 2014, when he pointed out that, contrary to 
the predictions of the United Nations, the population of Russia in January 
2014 was 144 million, 8 million persons more than was predicted by that 
organisation, and that by the end of 2014 the number of inhabitants had 
risen to 146 million, including Crimea and Sebastopol30.

The affinity and proximity, in many aspects, to the Russian language and 
culture in these nations, and the reality of Russia’s status as a power 
constitute a soft power element in Russia’s favour; Putin declared 2007 to 
be the year of the Russian language, the use of which is gaining support 
in most of the former Soviet Republics –as was demonstrated in a survey 
conducted by Gallup31-. Within the context of the current conflict between 
Ukraine and Russia, and as tangible proof of the manifest and subtle 
bonds that unite and separate this zone – and the rest - of the Post-Soviet 
space of Russia, all that one has to do is refer to the news that Ukraine, 

28 BALLESTEROS MARTÍN, Miguel Angel. Ukraine and the new Russian geopolitical lead-
ership, in Geopolitical overview of conflicts 2014, by various authors, Instituto Español 
de Estudios Estratégicos, Ministry of Defence, 2014.
29 Sputnik, Russian census 2010 final results, 22nd December 2011. Available at http://
sputniknews.com/infographics/20111222/170405728.html.
30 Embassy of The Russian Federation in the Kingdom of Spain, Message from 
Vladimir Putin, the President of Russia, to the Federal Assembly, 4th December 2014. 
Available at http://spain.mid.ru/es/noticias/-/asset_publisher/VQoWUGohJ7ON/
content/mensaje-del-presidente-de-rusia-vladimir-putin-a-la-asamblea-feder-1   
?redirect=http%3A%2F%2Fspain.mid.ru%2Fes%2Fnoticias%3Fp_p_id%3D101_INS-
TANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON%26p_p_lifecycle%3D0%26p_p_state%3Dnormal%26p_p_
mode%3Dview%26p_p_col_id%3Dcolumn-1%26p_p_col_count%3D1%26_101_
INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_advancedSearch%3Dfalse%26_101_INSTANCE_
VQoWUGohJ7ON_keywords%3D%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_del-
ta%3D20%26p_r_p_564233524_resetCur%3Dfalse%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWU-
GohJ7ON_cur%3D3%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_andOperator%3Dtrue.
31 Gallup, Russian language enjoying a boost in Post-Soviet States, 1st August 2008.Avail-
able at http://www.gallup.com/poll/109228/russian-language-enjoying-boost-postso-
viet-states.aspx.
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after considering that it is losing in one major aspect of the conflict with 
Russia, declared war on Pro-Russian culture32.

Moldova, smaller and further away, is a typical case that is a consequence of 
geopolitical engineering, because people who are mainly ethnically Russian, 
military units, industries... are concentrating to the east of the Dniester, the 
river that flows almost crosswise through the country, this part of the coun-
try serving as a rear base and a secure zone for controlling the way into - or 
out from - the Rumanian plains, towards the Balkans, a population that, when 
the USSR disintegrated, refused to join the new independent State – Moldova 
– and created an autonomous entity – the Trans-Dniester [Transdnistria]-.

This state of affairs has been stagnating since 1992 –in fact, the issue is 
one of the so-called «frozen conflicts of the Soviet Union»- and, as it alre-
ady attempted to form part of Russia in 200633, renewed efforts are now 
being made in this direction after the annexation of Crimea and Sebas-
topol by Russia in 201434. However, although this goal has been no more 
than a possibility as yet, the truth is that Russia is keeping a permanent 
eye on this zone, which includes the constant supervision of the situation 
affecting the ethnic Russians living there35.

Caucasus

After the disappearance of the USSR, this zone of secular dispute – «the 
dagger pointed at the heart of Russia36» – known as the Great Caucasus37, 
was divided into one part, North Caucasus, which is integrated into the 
Russian Federation, and the rest, South Caucasus, composed of three in-
dependent nations: Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan.

Although only South Caucasus forms part of the Post-Soviet space, the 
specific conditions of North Caucasus require a brief explanation before 

32 ABC, Ukraine declares war on pro-Russian Culture, 10th August 2015. Available at 
http://www.abc.es/internacional/20150810/abci-ucrania-guerra-cultura-prorru-
sa-201508091925.html.
33 El País, The rebel republic of Trans-Dniester votes for joining Russia, 19th Sep-
tember 2006. Available at http://elpais.com/diario/2006/09/19/internacion-
al/1158616814_850215.html.
34 BBC News, Moldova´s Trans-Dniester region pleads to join Russia, 18 March 2014. 
Available at http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-26627236.
35 Sputnik, Massive migration of ethnic Russians and businessmen from Moldova to 
Russia, 27th November 2013. Available at http://mundo.sputniknews.com/pren-
sa/20131127/158649590.html.
36 DONALDSON, Robert H. Joseph Nogee, Vidya Nadkami, The Foreign Policy of Russia: 
Changing Systems, Enduring Interest, M.E. Sharpe, 2014. New York, page 201.
37 An excellent study of this area can be found in, The Great Caucasus, Strategy Note-
books no. 156, by various authors, Instituto Español de Estudios Estratégicos, Ministry 
of Defence, Madrid, 2012.
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the general situation can be properly understood. The wars in Chechnya 
(North Caucasus) constituted a before and after in the evolution and per-
ception of Russian power; the first war (1994-1996) showed the world 
how the heir to the former superpower was unable to win an apparently 
minor conflict, whereas the second war (1999-2002), now with Putin re-
cently elected, showed inside Russia and abroad that things had changed.

This hard and belligerent land, just like other peripheral regions of Rus-
sia, has a complex economic system – an obsolete industrial structure, 
political regimes fraught with clientelism... –and a rapidly changing de-
mographic situation, to the detriment of Russia, owing to the migration 
of some of the ethnically Russian inhabitants in search of a better future, 
plus a lower birth rate than in the rest of the ethnic groups. Moreover, in 
this zone of the Post-Soviet space, this situation was accentuated by the 
fact that the Russian population departed on a massive scale after the 
fall of the Soviet Union –the war in Chechnya brought with it a high rate of 
violence against ethnic Russians38- and the demographic increase in the 
rest of the ethnic groups in the Republics of North Caucasus39 –especially 
in Chechnya– is very high.

Figure 2. Caucasus. Source: mapsofnet and own preparation.

38 By way of example, the ethnically Russian population of Chechnya, part of the Rus-
sian Federation, fell from 23% in 1989 to 3.7% at present.
39 The Interpreter, Russia´s endgame in the north Caucasus, 6thNovember 2013.Availa-
ble at http://www.interpretermag.com/russias-endgame-in-the-north-caucasus/.
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In 2010, and within the framework of a territorial restructuring on 
a national scale, the then President Medvedev divided the Southern 
Federal District and established the new North Caucasian Federal 
District, which he extracted from the former Southern Federal Dis-
trict; comprising six (Daghestan, Chechnya, Ingushetia, North Osse-
tia, Kabardino-Balkaria and Karachaevo-Cherkessia) of the seven 
Republics that had made up North Caucasus, to which Stavropol´s 
Krai was added40, in what can be regarded as a new attempt at 
geopolitical engineering, because although the North Caucasian Fe-
deral District is the only one with a Moslem majority in Russia -eth-
nic Russians constitute less than one third of the total population-, 
these are concentrated mainly in Stavropol´s Krai (80% of the more 
than 2.7 million inhabitants are Russians), which is an important fi-
nancial centre, as well as a transport and energy infrastructure hub 
for the whole region41.

Such is the «special» nature of the situation, that almost 60% of the Rus-
sian population42 believe that a part of North Caucasus (Chechnya and 
Daghestan) do not belong to the Russian Federation, which together with 
the objective of creating an Emirate in the Caucasus and the constant 
presence of Islamic extremists and volunteers to fight jointly with DAESH 
(Islamic State), have generated a huge security vacuum for the Russian 
Federation within its own territory.

Facing this situation in its own territory, South Caucasus becomes of pa-
ramount importance to Russia; and thus an Azerbaijan slightly larger 
than Andalucía, a Georgia that covers a surface area somewhat smaller 
than Aragon and the Autonomous Region of Valencia together, and an Ar-
menia somewhat smaller than Huesca and Teruel together –only the first 
two have frontiers with Russia–constitute, from a Russian viewpoint, ele-
ments that are vital for its own security.

The fact that very few Russians live in South Caucasus –which has 
always been the case, but now they constitute less than 2%- has brou-
ght about alliances with other ethnic groups and the policy of passpor-
tisation, as it happened with Abjasians and South Ossetians in 2008, 
a fact that, together with certain actions taken by Georgia, prompted 
a brief war with Russia in August of that year, which came to an end 

40 Radio Free Europe Radio Liberty, Medvedev creates new North Caucasus Federal Dis-
trict, Caucasus Report, 20th January 2010. Available at http://www.rferl.org/content/
Medvedev_Creates_New_North_Caucasus_Federal_District/1934705.html.
41 The importance of this Krai (in English, region, territory or province and, in certain 
contexts frontier mark or zone) is confirmed in Robert Bruce Ware, The fire below: How 
the Caucasus shaped Russia, Bloomsbury, London, 2013.
42 Sputnik, Sexual orientation, ethnicity key for Russian national identity poll, 11th Sep-
tember 2013. http://www.sputniknews.com/russia/20130911/183346419/Sexual-Ori-
entation-Ethnicity-Key-for-Russian-National-Identity--Poll.html.
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when Moscow recognised South Ossetia and Abjasia as independent 
States, although this recognition has hardly received any international 
support.

Thus, Russia, using the defence of Russians citizens as a pretext43, has 
obtained two advanced enclaves in this highly complex zone; and if the 
existing situation of support and good relations with Armenia is added to 
this – 20% of Armenia’s GDP comes from the emigrants working in Rus-
sia44 –, and in view of the fact that Armenia controls the disputed encla-
ve of Nagorno-Karabakh – a war between 1991-1994 included- against 
Azerbaijan, Moscow has managed, to a certain extent and from its pers-
pective, to close an empty space that is very much lacking in Russian 
inhabitants.

Central Asia

Composed of the countries of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Tur-
kmenistan and Uzbekistan, their names come from the Persian suffix 
«-stan», which means place or land of. These countries, by virtue of 
their own nomenclature, define the main ethnic group on which ba-
sis they were respectively established: Kazakhs, Kyegyz, Tajiks, Turk-
mens and Uzbeks.

From the very outset of the advance of the Russian Empire in the zone, 
especially during the XVIII and XIX Centuries, a Russification policy was 
implemented, which was pursued relentlessly during the Soviet era 
and which transferred to this huge area (Kazakhstan is the 9th largest 
country in the world, and as a whole all of these countries cover a 
surface area eight times as large as Spain) peoples belonging to a 
variety of ethnic groups, with a view to diluting, to a certain extent, the 
original absolute majorities, in such a way that, for example, in Ka-
zakhstan, in 1989, the main ethnic groups were Kazakhs (39.7%) and 
Russians (37.8%), whereas at present the percentages are 63.1% and 
23.7% respectively, which can once again be attributed to the different 
birth rates and migration.

43 SABANADZE, Natalie. States, Minorities and Regional Hegemons in South Caucasus: 
Whose responsibility to protect?, page 173, in Francesco Palermo, Natalie Sabanadze,Na-
tional minorities in Interstate Relations, Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, Leiden, 2011, pa-
ges 167-184.
44 Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook, Economy: Armenia, 2015. Available 
athttps://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/am.html .
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Most of the northern and eastern strip of Kazakhstan –the only country that 
has a frontier with Russia- is inhabited by a large proportion of ethnic Rus-
sians, who often remember the times of the Soviet Union with nostalgia, in 
view of the country’s economic situation, and feel a great sense of affinity 
and closeness to Russia, which in certain forums45, has led to the inevita-
ble comparisons with other parts of the Post-Soviet space, with respect to 
whether or not the northern part of Kazakhstan could be the next Crimea or 
the new Donbass. However, it may or may not seem surprising to find that 
the possibility of partitioning the country appeared to be feasible almost 
from the very moment that the USSR disappeared, because as early as 
1994, the possibility of the northern and eastern zone of the country brea-
king away was aired, this being the part occupied mainly by Russians46.

Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, having no frontier with Russia 
and forming a sort of second ring centred in Russia, present ethnic Rus-
sian populations of 4%, 5,5% and 7,7% respectively, much lower than the 
percentage in Kazakhstan. The most «far-flung» country in these imagi-

45 The Guardian, Annexation of Crimea has magnified divisions inside Kazakhstan, 3rd 
May 2015 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/03/annexation-of-crimea- 
magnified-divisions-inside-kazkhstan.
46 KHAZANOV, Anatoly M., Ethnic strife in contemporary Kazakhstan, The National Coun-
cil for Soviet and East European Research, University of Wisconsin, 1994. Available at 
https://www.ucis.pitt.edu/nceeer/1994-807-05-Khazanov.pdf.

Figure 3. Post-Soviet Space: countries of Central Asia.Source: Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA).
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nary rings –and economically the weakest- is Tajikistan however, which 
received large numbers of Russians during the Soviet Era, especially be-
tween 1926 and 1959, raising the percentage of ethnic Russians from 1 
to 13%47-. However, the civil war that broke out after the fall of the Soviet 
Union also caused the Russians to be a target for violence and they left 
the country «en masse», as was the case in other zones in the Post-Soviet 
space, so that at present, and as a result, according to the 2010 census, 
Russians account for a mere 0.5% of the population.

However, in spite of this ethnic reversion –which except in the case of 
Kazakhstan has led to all the nations in this Post-Soviet space being in-
habited by an average 80% of persons from the «original» ethnic groups–
Russian is spoken by a much larger percentage of the population than 
just the ethnic Russians, and it is not only a co-official language in several 
of these countries, but also the lingua franca for business and for a wide 
variety of activities in all of them.

As proof of this, which has a direct bearing on the notion of the «Russian 
World», one only has to point to the fact that the above-mentioned «Little 
Odessa» or «Little Russia», in New York, receives people from these coun-
tries in ever-growing numbers, seeking the affinity of the Russian langua-
ge, and in many aspects the closer cultural ties with the ethnic Russians 
if compared with any other human groups in the country, which has led 
people to say in jest that Brighton Beach is like a miniature Soviet Union48.

The role of the external players

As has been constantly stressed above, the Post-Soviet space is a hete-
rogeneous zone – it is important not to forget this – of key geopolitical 
importance, not only for Russia and its people and for the countries that 
border on Russia, but it is also important on a global scale, obviously and 
perhaps mainly, to the sovereign states that constitute that space.

It is clear that for Europe to be constructed properly, a suitable relations-
hip with this space or its integration –at least of a part of it-, is required, 
including in this idea, with whatever formula is devised, to the satisfac-
tion of all, Russia. So far, the initiatives taken in this sense have not had 
the success that was hoped for, and although progress has been made, in 
other cases the situation is worse than it was at the outset49; the European 
Neighbourhood Policy, the Eastern Partnership – which the countries of 

47 Glenn E. Curtis, Tajikistan: A Country Study, Library of Congress, Washington 1996. 
Available at http://countrystudies.us/tajikistan/.
48 Forward.com, Changing Face of Brighton Beach, 17th September 2012.Available at 
http://forward.com/news/162963/changing-face-of-brighton-beach/.
49 Ruth Ferrero-Turrión, The eastern partnership of the European Union adrift, Elcano´s 
Comment 38/2015 dated 27th May 2015. Available at http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/
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Eastern Europe and Caucasus form part of – … as well as other initiatives, 
are often regarded50, especially from a Russian perspective, as the West’s 
attempt to make inroads into the heart of the former Soviet Union.

When the Baltic Republics joined NATO and the European Union, through 
actions that were tantamount to the full integration of these former sate-
llites, the disappearance of the former USSR’s «extended frontier» with 
the West, as well as certain specific actions that were considered parti-
cularly sensitive – such as the intention to deploy anti-missile systems 
in Poland and the Czech Republic –fed Russian perception concerning 
the geopolitical interests and the role of the external stakeholders in this 
space. This state of affairs, particularly with respect to the United States 
and its European allies, was defined by Putin himself when he stated that 
the policy of containment was not invented yesterday, that it has been 
used against Russia for many decades – if not for centuries – and that 
it has always been used whenever Russia has been perceived as having 
grown too strong or independent51.

Along the same lines, it was stated52 that the Eastern Partnership Pro-
gramme53 had been devised with a view to expanding to the East, the 

wps/portal/web/rielcano_es/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano/elcano_es/
zonas_es/comentario-ferreroturrion-partenariado-oriental-ue-deriva#.Ve3cqdF4Row.
50 The Telegraph, Poland takes on Russia with Eastern Partnership Proposal, 25thMay 
2008, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2027636/Poland-takes-on-Russia-with-East-
ern-Partnership-proposal.html.
51 Embassy of the Russian Federation in the Kingdom of Spain, Message from the President 
of Russia Vladimir Putin to the Federal Assembly, 4th December 2014. Available at http://spain.
mid.ru/es/noticias/-/asset_publisher/VQoWUGohJ7ON/content/mensaje-del-presi-
dente-de-rusia-vladimir-putin-a-la-asamblea-feder-1?redirect=http%3A%2F%2Fspain.
mid.ru%2Fes%2Fnoticias%3Fp_p_id%3D101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON%26p_p_li-
fecycle%3D0%26p_p_state%3Dnormal%26p_p_mode%3Dview%26p_p_col_id%3Dco-
lumn-1%26p_p_col_count%3D1%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_advanced-
Search%3Dfalse%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_keywords%3D%26_101_
INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_delta%3D20%26p_r_p_564233524_resetCur%3D-
false%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_cur%3D3%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWU-
GohJ7ON_andOperator%3Dtrue.
52 Embassy of the Russian Federation in the Kingdom of Spain, Conference on Russian Foreign 
Policy by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 20th October 2014. Available at http://spain.mid.ru/es/
noticias/-/asset_publisher/VQoWUGohJ7ON/content/conferencia-del-ministro-de-asuntos-ex-
teriorer-serguei-lavrov-sobre-la-politica-exterior-de-rusia?redirect=http%3A%2F%2Fspain 
.mid.ru%2Fes%2Fnoticias%3Fp_p_id%3D101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON%26p_p_li-
fecycle%3D0%26p_p_state%3Dnormal%26p_p_mode%3Dview%26p_p_col_id%3Dco-
lumn-1%26p_p_col_count%3D1%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_advancedSearch%3D-
false%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_keywords%3D%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWU-
GohJ7ON_delta%3D20%26p_r_p_564233524_resetCur%3Dfalse%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWU-
GohJ7ON_cur%3D4%26_101_INSTANCE_VQoWUGohJ7ON_andOperator%3Dtrue.
53 Its «motto» is «Bringing Eastern European Partners closer to the EU». European 
Union, External Action, Eastern Partnership. Available at http://eeas.europe.eu/eastern/
index_en.htm.
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geopolitical space controlled by the West, because its real intention is to 
give the countries in the former Post-Soviet space a harsh and comple-
tely contrived choice – whether they are with the European Union or with 
Russia – a situation that, it is stressed, is not new and has a long history, 
it being deeply-rooted in the minds of European politicians.

In the Caucasus, Turkey, to a certain extent recovering the Ottoman 
geopolitics, in need to cooperate with Russia to carry out projects of mu-
tual interest – ranging from those involving energy to tackling Islamic ra-
dicalism – constitutes a clear example of former adversaries confronted 
in a secular way yet collaborating in an act of political realism, or Iran, 
heir to the former Persia and with ambitions and the potential to emerge 
as a first class regional power and that, thanks to the recent agreements 
signed54, is facing an era in which it could make a major contribution to 
stabilising the zone, both countries make it possible to bring about an im-
provement in a region, the Caucasus, which in itself could well constitute 
a source of regional and global instability.

Apart from this, there are the Individual Action Plans, activated in 2002 
at the Prague Summit for countries that have the political will and the 
ability to strengthen their ties with NATO55– namely Georgia, Azerbaijan, 
Armenia, Kazakhstan and Moldova –.Georgia´s eagerness is outstanding 
in this sense, in its endeavour to legitimately defend its national sove-
reignty by joining NATO (it almost managed to become a member in 2008, 
a few months before the conflict with Russia), which includes the recent 
inauguration of a NATO Training Centre on Georgian territory56. All these 
plans constitute a serious cause for concern in Russia.

Central Asia is gradually leaning towards Eastern Asia, in view of the 
economic power of China and India, which has caused the communica-
tion infrastructures and trading flows – especially, hydrocarbons – once 
directed to the USSR, to turn increasingly towards the Asian giant, who 
also shares projects –such as the overland path known as the «New Silk 
Route» – with Russia, signalling the importance of this area as a tran-
sit point between continents. China is showing a growing interest in the 
zone, as are India, Turkey and Iran, and the reduction in NATO´s presence 
in Afghanistan has opened some uncertainty about the stability of the 
region, since none of the stakeholders would like to see it entering into a 
dangerous imbalance.

54 A chapter on Iran is included in this Geopolitical Overview of Conflicts.
55 NATO, Individual Partnership Action Plans.Available at http://www.nato.int/cps/en/
natohq/topics_49290.htm.
56 NATO, NATO Secretary-General praises Georgia’s contributions to Euro-Atlantic securi-
ty, inaugurates new Training Centre, 27th August 2015. Available at http://www.nato.int/
cps/en/natohq/news_122182.htm.
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On a global view, tension has increased since the events in Ukraine, at re-
gional and global level, certain sectors even talking about the dawning of a 
new Cold War period, a perception that is fuelled by certain indicators and 
actions - installation of one NATO Cyber Defence Centre57 in Tallinn, reintro-
duction of compulsory military service in Lithuania58 - and a situation that 
must be qualified to a large extent and must be rectified as soon as possi-
ble59 as it obviously has or could have an effect on the Russian minorities 
present in the countries of the Post-Soviet space – or on the attitudes of 
those countries of their residence - , which could in certain situations invol-
ve them being used or manipulated – by to a greater or lesser extent veiled 
actions or threats - and becoming potential elements in the play, especially 
if aggressive approaches are applied such as hybrid warfare.

Therefore, it is necessary to remove from the war equation, the argu-
ment that revolves around the protection of minorities, and review the 
approach given to the question.

The responsibility to protect

Although the so-called «responsibility to protect» defines a concept – the sta-
tes themselves are responsible for the welfare of their citizens, this concept ta-
king precedence over state sovereignty - which has been used in a secular way 
(amongst others, by Russia), it is from the publication in 2001, by the Internatio-
nal Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty, of its first document on 
the subject, that the relevant body of work has steadily increased60, for this is a 
concept that clearly lends itself to manipulation and abuse.

Since 2008, the year that war broke out between Russia and Georgia, this 
concept has received a further boost in the international debate. During 
the course of the conflict, the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Serguei 
Lavrov, indicated61 that the Russian President was required by the Consti-
tution, to protect the lives and dignity of Russian citizens, adding that the 

57 Official Website: NATO Cooperative Cyber Defense Centre of Excellence. Available at 
https://ccdcoe.org/.
58 The Guardian, Lithuania to reinstate compulsory military service amid Ukraine ten-
sions, 24th February 2015. Available at http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/
feb/24/lithuania-reinstate-compulsory-military-service.
59 SÁNCHEZ HERRÁEZ, Pedro, Crisis in Ukraine: a new Cold War or a «Cuban» solu-
tion?, Instituto Español de Estudios Estratégicos, Analysis Document 37/2015 dated 
8th July 2015.Available at http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2015/
DIEEEA37-2015_Ukraine_Nueva_GuerraFria_PSH.pdf.
60 International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect, Core documents: Understand-
ing RtoP. Available at http://www.responsibilitytoprotect.org/index.php/about-rtop/
core-rtop-documents.
61 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Interview by Minister 
of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation Sergey Lavrov to BBC, Moscow, August 9th, 
2008http://archive.mid.ru//brp_4.nsf/0/F87A3FB7A7F669EBC32574A100262597.
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argument of the responsibility to protect is used a great deal by the UNO 
in Africa and in other parts of the world, and that therefore, in the Cauca-
sus, a very nearby zone where Russian citizens live, the Constitution and 
the legislation of the Russian Federation make it inevitable for Russia to 
exercise that responsibility.

He likewise stated that issuing Russian passports to Ossetians and Abja-
sians was authorised by the Russian Parliament ever since 1991, becau-
se under Russian Law any former citizen of the USSR is entitled to apply 
for a Russian passport, and that, in answer to the criticism that this action 
might attract, he pointed out how a large proportion of the population of 
Moldova is obtaining Rumanian nationality, without any objection in this 
regard from the European Union.

The debate is being reopened, and the evaluations and analyses are cons-
tant62, a document issued by the Organisation for Security and Coope-
ration in Europe making an outstanding contribution in this sense. This 
document, called the Bolzano (or Bozen) Recommendations on Natio-
nal Minorities in Inter-State Relations, was also published in 2008 and 
is available in English and Russian. It indicates, amongst other matters, 
that if states show greater interest in the minorities living abroad than 
they show to those in their own country, or actively support one particular 
minority in one specific country instead of actively supporting all such 
minorities in a global way, «aspersions could be cast on the motives and 
credibility of their actions»63.

Moreover, to qualify the question still further, it is reiterated that the res-
ponsibility to protect minorities falls upon the states that have jurisdiction 
over them, and should they fail to do so, the responsibility would fall on 
the International Community as a whole, not on the State from which such 
minorities originally hailed, given that states are entitled to show interest 
in their minorities living abroad, but they have no legal power to interfere64.

The manipulation of minorities living abroad65 in order to achieve strate-
gic or domestic political interests can only be curtailed if all the stakehol-

62 International Crisis Group, Russia vs Georgia: The Fallout, Crisis Group Europe Re-
port No195, 22ndAugust 2008. Available at http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/
europe/195_russia_vs_georgia___the_fallout.ashx.
63 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), The Bolzano/Bozen 
Recommendations on National Minorities in Inter-State Relations, 2008, Recommen-
dation no.15 page 8.
64 TURNER, Nicholas and OTSUKI, Nanako, The Responsibility to protect minorities and 
the problem of the Kin-State, United Nations University, Policy Brief no.2, 2010. http://
archive.unu.edu/publications/briefs/policy-briefs/2010/UNU_PolicyBrief_10-02.pdf.
65 SABANADZE Natalie, States, Minorities and Regional Hegemons in South Caucasus: 
Whose responsibility to protect?, page 177, in Francesco Palermo, Natalie Sabanadze, 
National Minorities in Inter-State Relations, Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, Leiden, 2011, 
pages 167-184.
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ders involved in the process work together: host states, states of origin, 
regional powers and international bodies. Otherwise, and in spite of the 
fact that the legal debate is clear, minorities will continue to be used as a 
pretext by everybody to achieve political ends.

Spain, a rigorous complier with the international agreements and its commit-
ments with friend and allied countries, has a colony – not a national minority 
in the sense being considered in this document – of about 65,000 Russians, a 
figure that rises to 224,000 people if those coming from all the former Soviet 
Republics are included66. In this sense, there is no problem or dispute, and 
the national position is in keeping with international legislation.

Due to location and history, the relations and exchanges of Spain with the 
Post-Soviet space cannot be compared to those with the bordering countries, 
although these were showing a gradual increase – currently reduced for the 
sanctions that the European Union has imposed on Russia –, particularly sig-
nificant in such sectors as agriculture and tourism67, amongst others.

However, and this is one of Spain’s strategic considerations, the conflict as-
sociated with the fight for Post-Soviet space, one which is at current time 
heavily focused on Europe – a conflict that undoubtedly has to be resolved 
–, could end up by diverting the attention from serious problems that affect 
not only security on the continent, but also global security (all that one has 
to do is observe the drama and serious problem revolving around the Syrian 
refugees, the actions by DAESH or the prevailing instability in the Sahel), pro-
blems that require resources and efforts to be concentrated further south68.

Conclusions and prospects

Historical complexities and geopolitical engineering are factors that are 
forever coming back. History always repeats itself, and compromise so-
lutions become problems for the coming generations.

The major importance, for Europe, Asia and the world as a whole, of this 
Post-Soviet space requires special attention where management is con-

66 DOMINGO, Irena, The Russian population living in Spain: 5 Questions & Answers, 4th 
September 2014. Available at http://www.rusalia.com/poblacion-rusos-espana/.
67 ABC, A Russian invasion in an enchanted Spain,11th February 2013. Available athttp://
www.abc.es/economia/20130211/abci-bienvenido-camarada-popov-201302102216.html.
68 SÁNCHEZ HERRÁEZ, Pedro, Europe; an all-out war in the southern flank, Instituto 
Español de Estudios Estratégicos, Analysis Document 31/2015 dated 26th May 2015. 
Available at http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2015/DIEEEA31-2015_
Europe_GuerraTotal_FlancoSur_PSH.pdf. 
BERENGUER HERNÁNDEZ, Francisco J., Why NATO should be preferably looking to the 
South, Instituto Español de Estudios Estratégicos, Analysis Document 32/2014 dated 
18th June 2014. Available at http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2014/
DIEEEA32-2014_FlancoSur_OTAN_Fco.BerenguerHdez.pdf.
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cerned, in order to attempt to reach a solution that is viable for everybody 
and as lasting as possible. Therefore warmongering in and about this 
space, which has constituted part of its history and of the current pro-
blem, can only serve to make the situation worse, and may lead to neglec-
ting, or not giving attention with the necessary priority to, other questions 
that pose serious threats to world´s stability.

As it shall have been appreciated, this zone, the Post-Soviet space, is a 
«special» space, with specific characteristics, so perhaps it requires a 
«special» solution, one that takes into account the fact that there are di-
fferences in its various «sections» – the Baltic, Eastern Europe, the Cau-
casus and Central Asia–, and that each one of these sections is far from 
being homogeneous.

Manipulating the minorities, under the pretext of having a responsibility 
to protect, is to be completely ruled out as a polemological factor. Howe-
ver, without any doubt, the extent to which ethnic Russians are integra-
ted and their life choices will determine the path to be followed by the-
se groups living in the Post-Soviet space countries and, as long as there 
are no disputes, the eventual prevention to their use by Russia would be 
deactivated.

Russia will carry on supporting the pan-Russian discourse and aiming it 
at the Russian World, without this necessarily meaning that conflicts in 
those zones will be systematically activated. Furthermore, although the 
low birth rate is a risk factor that could worsen certain domestic security 
problems, the perception that secure frontiers exist and the absence of 
maximalist ambitions could, in the short term, contribute towards defu-
sing a large part of the present tension.

The Post-Soviet space nations, often consisting of an ethnic mosaic, have to 
carry on with the active and dynamic management of this space, conside-
ring and remembering the specific nature of the zones where they are lo-
cated, the facts derived from their historical background and the reality of 
finding themselves in a context where the forces in play can be very power-
ful, and that any false step could have catastrophic consequences for all.

Pursuant to the rest of the nations and organisations in the world, they 
must take that uniqueness into account, and do so with a great deal of 
thought, ensuring that the human groups and nations in the zone are not 
used in any way –as they have been repeatedly in the past-, under the 
conviction that a heterogeneous space with very specific characteristics 
must steer clear of simplistic solutions, and that the option of a zero-sum 
game never works in these cases.

Throughout history, there have always been transition zones and inter-
mediate spaces populated by minorities. Maybe, remembering some old 
lessons once again would be enough.
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Chronology of the conflict

CHAP. III The Arctic. An Old or a New Geopolitics?

DATE EVENTS

1867 (March, 30) The US Senate approves the purchase of Alaska from Russia.

1920 Spitsbergen Treaty.

1941-1947 Second World War. Allied support for the Soviet Union´s war 
effort.

1947-1989 Cold War. First line of underwater and air defence, between the 
Soviet Block and NATO.

1959 (January, 03) President Eisenhower signs the Alaska Statehood Act, whereby 
it becomes the 49th State of the Union.

1973 International Agreement for the conservation of polar bears. 

1975 Professor Wallace Broecker coins the term «Global Warming».

1989
Meeting between the eight Circumpolar States in Rovaniemi 
(Finland).
Objective: the protection of the Arctic environment.

1991 Publication of the «Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy» 
(AEPS). 

1996 (September,19) The Arctic Council is established. 

2001 (December, 20) First claim for the extension of the continental shelf. Rejected.

2006 Spain is accepted as an observer member of the Arctic Council.

2008 (May, 27-29) Arctic ocean Conference held in Ilulissat, Greenland. The Ilulis-
sat Declaration.

2009 (March, 29)
The UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf 
accepts the application made by Norway and extends it 235,000 
Km2.

2010 (June, 15) Russian-Norwegian Treaty on Delimitation and Cooperation in 
the Barents Sea and the Arctic Ocean.

2013 China is accepted as an observer member of the Arctic Council.  
The European Union´s application is rejected.

2014 (December, 15) Denmark and Greenland claim a surface area of 895.541 km2 .

2015 (July, 26) The new Russian Federation maritime doctrine is presented. 

2015 (August, 03) Second Russian claim for an extension to the continental shelf.

2015 (August, 31) First visit of a President to the Arctic territories of Alaska.
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Chapter 
three

The Arctic. An old or a new geopolitics?
Ignacio García Sánchez

«Geopolitical characteristics... Empty areas: essentially unpopulated, 
with little prospect for large-scale human settlement. Depending on 
their location and size, these areas could provide defensive depth and 
weapon testing zones»1.

Abstract

This chapter addresses an extreme geopolitical region, owing to its cli-
mate and environmental conditions, but at the crossroads of three major 
geo-strategic domains: the Maritime domain, dependent on trade in the 
Atlantic and Pacific Oceans; the Eurasian Continental domain, with Russia 
as the heartland; and the Continental-Maritime symbiosis of Far Eastern 
Asia.

The smallest of the five oceans of the world, the Glacial Arctic Ocean, 
with an area of just over 14 million square kilometres of ice and more 
than 45 thousand kilometres of coastline, would seem to be doomed to 
no longer be the last and impassable frontier for human greed. The In-
tergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, in its fifth report, for one of its 

1 COHEN, Saul Bernard (2009). «Geopolitics.The Geography of International Rela-
tions».Second edition. New York, Rowman and Littlefield publishers. Page 35-36.
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four theoretical models and with a mean-level confidence, warns that by 
mid-century the Arctic could be considered free of ice.

In this more and more accessible Polar Arctic Circle, the three major 
geopolitical actors of today are present, they happen to be the three pri-
mary economic powers of the world, far away from the rest: China, the 
European Union and the United States. Furthermore, with its imposing 
geography, history and culture, and having the first nuclear arsenal in the 
world, the Russian bear doesn’t want to leave any doubt about its sove-
reignty and hegemony in the region.

Old or new Geopolitics? Realism or idealism? Are historical cycles inevi-
table, with their recurrent balance of power? Containment or coopera-
tion? Is it the Kantian perpetual peace dilemma? In short, it is the conflict 
of the century, with a new horizon opening of geostrategic opportunities 
in an extremely sensitive and uncertain environment that will seal the 
feasibility of a world in continuous and sustained progress.

Key Words

Conflict, Arctic, geopolitics, geostrategy, resources, thaw, global warming.
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Introduction

«The Arctic space is characterised by its unique physical conditions 
unlike anywhere else on the planet –a series of frozen seas–. The 
prevalence of the sea determines that, in the zone, the Arctic Coastal 
States bordering on the ocean of the same name have come to be the 
main stakeholders in defining an «Arctic Policy», reflected in the Arctic 
Council as the main venue for cooperation. The climate change process 
opens up a world of opportunities and risks in the Arctic»2.

It might appear to be rather bold to include the Arctic in the 5th Edition of 
the Geopolitical Overview of Conflicts. A geopolitical surroundings domi-
nated by the Glacial Arctic Ocean3, apparently quiet, with the calmness of 
its frozen landscape so difficult for human beings to access yet so irresis-
tibly attractive where man’s desire to conquer and exploit is concerned.

However, in these hard-to-delimit geopolitical surroundings, it is this au-
thor’s belief that a new vision of security will slowly and gradually be put 
to the test. A word, a concept that wanders erratically within those inexact 
geopolitical limits of this extreme region: like a constant call for the need 
to overcome the Westphalian sense of realism regarding the sovereignty 
of states. An environment in which the challenges to development are 
so great and so universal in nature, that the classic vision of «balance 
of power» seems to us to be so trivial and anchored in a cycle of histori-
cal inevitability with a constant resort to violence, becoming increasingly 
savage.

Thus, the Security4, in the most cosmopolitan and vital sense of the 
term, intended to shape human relations in a peaceful environment 

2 Security and Defence Documents No. 66. Arctic Geopolitics. Two supplementary 
views Spain-Singapore. (December 2014). Ministry of Defence. Madrid. Page 11.
3 Its importance can be judged by the fact there is a specific entry for «Arctic Ocean» 
in the World Factbook from the USA Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). https://www.cia.
gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/xq.html.
The Glacial Arctic Ocean is the smallest of the five oceans, covering just over 14 million 
square kilometres, about 28 times the size of Spain, and holds seven seas within its 
perimeter.
4 See Point 1.1, «The Sea, Space for Freedom and Security», Page 251, Chapter 14, 
«The Vulnerability of Maritime Space», from the collective works, «National Security, 
threats and responses».
«..., it is essential to highlight from the outset that the importance of the maritime space 
refers more to the prospect of security along the lines of an approach in which the 
priority is the search for a state of «certainty, predictability and trust» (the Dictionary of 
the Spanish Royal Academy, DRAE, 22nd Edition, 2001) that makes it possible to actively 
promote national, regional and global interests, than in the other sense, closer and per-
haps more widely used, in which what takes precedence is the organisation of a system 
of protective measures that enables it to be kept «free and exempt from all danger, 
damage or risk» (DRAE, 22nd Edition, 2001) reacting in a variety of ways, against all 
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—the word that was originally coined to baptise the highest body in 
the United Nations (UNO Security Council5)— would appear to have no 
place in the discussions that are being held officially about the Arctic 
surroundings in the bodies established by the nations with sovereign 
rights over its governance. As if avoiding the use of the word were 
a way of dispelling the threat of a conflict in its various phases and 
with its different nuances, and the need to tackle it from a holistic and 
all-encompassing perspective.

The successive editions of this collection show us a security architecture 
in the process of a major transformation dominated by a chaotic envi-
ronment6 that seems to require a new approach, even a new geopolitics7, 
universal in nature, where there is no room for impunity, and in which the 
interests of individual states are subject to the dignity of people, to the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights8 and the rule of Law.

We are approaching this geopolitical region from the above particular 
perspective9, it constituting one of the major challenges, owing to the 

risks that might threaten a structure of national interests, normally expressed as being 
vital and strategic. However, it is undoubtedly the case that these two perspectives, 
strength and vulnerability, are complementary and reinforce each other».
5 The United Nations Charter. http://www.un.org/es/documents/charter/.
6 See Chapter 13, «China and its near neighbours. The acid test for peaceful develop-
ment», page 376, of the «Geopolitical Overview of Conflicts 2014».
«On 8th August last year, in an interview with President Obama conducted by the jour-
nalist Thomas L. Friedman, the latter started to ask Obama if, in contrast to the percep-
tion of the United States after the Second World War, as the nation that was indispen-
sable for the integration and formation of the new world order, the world would be, at 
this moment in time, judging him as the President of the disintegration of the system. 
To which Obama, accepting a limited chaos, considered this opinion to be somewhat 
inevitable along the path, invariably difficult, towards the creation of a new world order 
marked by globalisation and commercial integration».
7 «The science that seeks to define national or international policy through the sys-
tematic study of the geographical scenario, and of other factors such as economic, hu-
man, socio-political and military».Definition of Geopolitics by the High School of the 
Spanish Armed Forces [Escuela Superior de la Fuerzas Armadas Españolas, ESFAS].
8 http://www.un.org/es/documents/udhr/.
9 The characteristics of a geopolitical region, according to the High School of the 
Spanish Armed Forces (ESFAS) are:

 − SET OF STATES.
 − A CERTAIN DEGREE OF UNITY.
 − RELATED PARTS.
 − STUDY AS ONE ENTITY.
 − ·DOES NOT IMPLY POLITICAL UNITY OR ECONOMIC SOLIDARITY.

According to Saul Bernard Cohen, the global geopolitical structure would be divided 
into:
«The Geostrategic Realm..., parts of the world large enough to possess characteristics 
and functions that are globally influencing and that serve the strategic needs of the 
major powers, states, and regions they comprise. Their frameworks are shaped by cir-
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uncertainty involved, for the sustainable human development within the 
framework of a global, capable, credible leadership having the political 
will to carry it out. (See graph 1)10.

Graph 1. http://www.state.gov/e/oes/glacier/index.htm.

Geographically, the diffused limits of the so-called «the last frontier»11 
have started to become increasingly accessible, attracting stakeholders, 
always dangerously close to each other, while at the same time inviting 
other new ones to participate.

Economically, it would appear that a new gold rush has set its sights 
on the virgin spaces of a region that is becoming more and more ac-
cessible to profitable exploitation. Humanly, hopes of economic, social 
and political independence are reignited, while their vulnerability is 

culation patterns that link people, goods, and ideas and are held together by control of 
strategically located land and sea passageways.»
«The Geopolitical Region... Most regions are subdivisions of realms, although some may 
be caught between or independent of them. Regions are connected by geographical 
contiguity and political, cultural, and military interactions and possibly by the historical 
migration and intermixture of peoples and shared histories of national emergence».
«Shatter belts... Strategically oriented regions that are both deeply divided internally 
and caught up in the competition between Great Powers of the geostrategic realms. 
Such deeply fragmented regions are global de-stabilizers.» Ibid, Cohen.Pages 37, 40 
and 44.
10 On 30th and 31st August 2015, in Anchorage, Alaska, the Conference « Global Lead-
ership in the Arctic: Cooperation, Innovation, Engagement and Resilience» was held. 
http://www.state.gov/e/oes/glacier/index.htm  Visited on 31 de August 2015.
11 http://humania.s3.amazonaws.com/inst_000065/files/20120621141706120.pdf.
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becoming increasingly patent. Socio-politically, the allure of power 
acts as an incentive to sovereignist selfishness: closing the door on 
dialogue, planting flags in unbelievable places and creating barriers 
that prevent the informal tide.

And, from a military view point, a new conflict scenario emerges between 
two old rivals and some old neighbours, who are currently friends and 
allies.

Background to the conflict

«Mr. Summer submitted the following resolution for consideration: Let 
the Senate resolve (two thirds of the senators present), advising and 
consenting to the ratification of the Treaty between the United States of 
America and the Emperor of all Russias for the transfer to the United 
States of all the territory and the domains that His Majesty currently 
possesses on the American continent and on the adjacent islands. Held 
in Washington, DC, on 30th March 1867.
The Senate unanimously agreed to examine that resolution, which was 
accepted by 37 votes in favour to 2 votes against»12.

All geopolitical regions are made up of a mixture of social groups with 
ethnic, cultural and religious differences that revolve around a system 
of values and interests, often at loggerheads. In this geographically 
limited space, there lies a competitive system that is a source of ten-
sions and a certain degree of conflictiveness. In most cases, this con-
flictiveness arises in the political debate that, depending on numerous 
circumstances, some of which are completely superfluous, can dege-
nerate into violent confrontation. A never-ending succession of events 
of all kinds that shape its historic memory and that, from time to time, 
re-emerge cyclically as though they were phenomena of a nature im-
possible to modify.

So, the Arctic Region (see graphs 2 and 3)13, thanks to its blanket of ice, 
remained on the sidelines where geopolitics was concerned «Ice is the 

12 A Century of Lawmaking for a New Nation: U.S. Congressional Documents and De-
bates, 1774 - 1875. Journal of the Executive Proceedings of the USA Senate, Volume 
17.Page 675.http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llej&fileName=017/llej017.
db&recNum=248.
13 «Everyone knows that this lies far to the north, but how it is demarcated 
towards the south is perhaps not so well known. One possibility for drawing a 
southerly limit for the Arctic is to use a line of latitude, and the one that is most 
commonly used is the Arctic Circle. It marks the latitude where the sun does not 
rise above the horizon for at least one day at the winter solstice, about 21Decem-
ber, and where there is at least one night of midnight sun at the summer solstice, 
about 20 June.
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only medium where civilisation appears literally to escape from the 
imaginable»14.

«Deserts of ice have a poor reputation as a birthplace of civilisations. 
When Alaska was bought by the United States for less than two cents 
per acre in 1868, the purchase was denounced in Congress as mo-
ney thrown away on a «inhospitable and barren region...of perpetual 
snow», with a soil supposedly «frozen to depths ranging from 5 to 6 
feet » and a climate «unsuitable for civilised men to live in» [...]

An atmosphere where suicide dawns on the unaccustomed mind... It is 
even unmistakably hostile in the summer. The deepest layers of per-
mafrost froze the soil forever, rendering it impossible to grow crops, 
preventing the water from melted ice draining away, creating pools of 
stagnant water that are an ideal breeding ground for plagues of mos-
quitoes during the brief yet intense warm season. It is not even possible 
to drill into the ground, owing to the amount of gases that are released 
through the opening in the blocks of flint and the red ochre wounds»15.

An empty space that has captured the imagination of the great feats of 
a whole era of great explorations, thanks to its great strategic value: the 
meeting point for the Northern Hemisphere, its North Pole; the quest for 
free transit via a shorter communications route, and theoretically a safer 
one, between the two greatest oceans on Earth, the Atlantic and the Pa-
cific; and also between its three most prosperous continents, America, 
Asia and Europe.

However, as most organisms in the Arctic do not just depend upon light to exist, 
climate is a more relevant definition, and the distribution of permafrost or the 
area north of the 10 °C July isotherm are generally used. The isotherm is the 
boundary where the average temperature for July is no higher than 10°C at sea 
level. It is also possible to use the vegetation and the northern treeline to demar-
cate the Arctic.
A boundary for the Arctic is not only required on land. In the sea, it is drawn where cold, 
low-saline water from the north meets warmer, saline water from the Atlantic Ocean. 
Because the Gulf Stream along the Norwegian coast takes the Atlantic water much 
further north than it reaches around Canada and Greenland for example, the salinity 
boundary in the ocean is situated at about 80°N west of Svalbard, whereas it is around 
65°N on the east coast of Greenland.
In addition to these purely geographical and climatic delimitations, politics and culture 
also play a role, and one could just as well add several lines to illustrate political and 
cultural definitions of the Arctic». http://www.arcticsystem.no/en/arctic-inc/headquar-
ters.html Visited on 4th August 2015.
14 FERNÁNDEZ ARMESTO, Felipe (2002). «Civilizations: culture, ambition, and the 
transformation of nature». New York, Simon & Schuster. Page 40-41. Translation by 
the author.
15 Ibid. Page 40.
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Already in the Second World War, the Arctic played a basic role in allied 
support of the Soviet Union’s war effort16, and during the Cold War, even 
though the Arctic space could be regarded geostrategically as «periphe-
ral»17, its importance, in both the air and under water, proved to be es-

16 «Yet another element in the story of the contribution of Allied sea power to victory is 
the fact that Western maritime supply of the Soviet war effort was on such a scale and 
of such a scope and importance of range of items as to warrant description as essential. 
The supply routes were to the Arctic ports of Murmansk and Archangel, via the Indian 
Ocean through Persia, an across the Pacific to Vladivostok in freighters under the Soviet 
flag. The heroic story of the «Kola run,» with the severe convoy battles of 1942 (and 
particularly the disaster of Arctic convoy PQ 17, June 27—July 11, when, fearing that the 
German super-battleship Tirpitz was loose, the Admiralty in London ordered the convoy 
to scatter, and 23 of 37 merchants ships were sunk) is well known. Less well known 
is the sheer magnitude of the Anglo-American material support by sea of the of the 
Soviet war effort, or the fact that while the perilous run to Soviet Arctic ports delivered 
25.2% of the aid that was sent from 1941 to 1945...,» GRAY, Colin S., «The Leverage of 
Sea Power. The Strategic Advantage of Navies in War».(1992). Macmillan, Inc. New York.
17 «The peripheral status of the Arctic was exemplified during the Cold War, a rough-
ly 40-year period defined by intense distrust... Unlike other parts of the world, which 

Graph 2. http://www.arcticsystem.no/en/arctic-inc/headquarters.html.
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sential. It thus constituted the first line of defence (see graph 4) and the 
contact point, albeit separated by a wall of ice, between two ideologically 
irreconcilable enemies.

However, this wall of ice was not as solid as we thought: «when [in the 
1960s] the scientific community began to highlight the ever-increasing 
concentrations of CO

2
 in the atmosphere and the association between 

this and a rise in the average global temperature of the planet»18 and in 

Graph 3. http://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/resources/other-resources/maps.

served as proxies in the Cold War struggle, the Arctic played an auxiliary role as a region 
that afforded the shortest route through which increasingly advanced defense technol-
ogies, such as long-range bombers, submarines and missiles, might be trained on an 
adversary. Likewise, the Arctic served as a base for early warning against such threats. 
In other words, the Arctic was not viewed as a prize in itself during the Cold War, but 
was instead valued for its strategic utility.» MYCHAJLYSZYN, Natalie, «The Arctic: Geo-
political issues», 24 October 2008, Parliamentary Information and Research Service. 
Canada. Visited on 4th August 2015. http://www.parl.gc.ca/Content/LOP/ResearchPub-
lications/prb0806-e.pdf.
18 See Chapter 4, «Climate Change», page 145, of the Strategy Notebook 159, «The 
Risk Enhancers». (2013). Madrid, Ministry of Defence.
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1975, Professor Wallace Broecker coined the term «Global Warming» in 
the article «Climatic Change: are we on the brink of a pronounced Global 
Warming?»19 published in the Science magazine20.

As from that moment, the reports became increasingly alarming. Ac-
cording to the data obtained via satellite by NASA21, the Arctic ice is 
decreasing by an average of 13.3% per decade22. At the same time, 
Greenland has been losing 287,000 tonnes of ice every year. As a 
result, in the fifth report issued by the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), it is stated that the region is warming at a 
faster rate than the rest of the Earth, forecasting with an average 
degree of confidence, in accordance with one of its theoretical pre-
diction models (RCP8.5 —Representative Concentration Pathways—), 
that by midway through the century, the Arctic Ocean could be prac-
tically free of ice23.

The scientific world’s concern is reflected in the meeting held in Septem-
ber 1989between the eight circumpolar states in Rovaniemi (Finland), 
whose objective was clear: the protection of the Arctic environment. The-
se discussions ended with the publication of the «Arctic Environmental 
Protection Strategy» (AEPS) on 14th June 1991, where the Soviet Union 
still appeared as a signatory.

This initiative deepened and broadened its objectives and ended up with 
the establishment of the Arctic Council on 19th September 1996, as a 
top-level forum «for promoting cooperation, coordination and interaction 
between the Arctic States..., on matters of common interest to the region, 
especially with respect to sustainable development and environmental 
protection», which is structured into six working groups24 on the basis of 
the subjects to be dealt with.

19 See Chapter 5, «Climate Change: Implications on Security and Defence», page 186, 
in the Strategy Notebook 150, «Security, Energy Model and Climate Change». (2011). 
Madrid, Ministry of Defence.
20 BROECKER, Wallace S. Science, «Climatic Change: Are We on the Brink of a Pro-
nounced Global Warming?» 8 August 1975: Vol. 189 no. 4201 pages 460-463. DOI: 
10.1126/science.189.4201.460. Visited on 10th August 2015. http://www.sciencemag.
org/content/189/4201/460. The article can be downloaded at (visited on 10th August 
2015): http://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/files/2009/10/broeckerglobalwarming75.pdf.
21 http://climate.nasa.gov/ Visited on 10th August 2015.
22 The smaller surface area of Arctic ice was recorded in September 2012, when for 
the first time it fell below 4 million km2.
http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/Varios/MinistroDefensa_AltosCargos/
DIEEEDENT12-2012_SubdirectorIEEE_04.10.2012.pdf. Visited on 13th September 2015.
23 When the surface area of marine ice is less than 1 million km2 for 5 consecutive 
years. http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/AR5_SYR_FINAL_SPM.pdf.
2 4  h t t p : / / w w w . a r c t i c - c o u n c i l . o r g / i n d e x . p h p / e n / a b o u t - u s /
working-groups/114-resources/about/working-groups:

 − Arctic Contaminants Action Program (ACAP).
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Thus, in the main meeting forum for the region, there is no provision for 
tackling matters concerning Defence, however at the Arctic Ocean Confe-
rence held in Ilulissat, Greenland, from 27th to 29th May 2008, the five Sta-
tes with sovereign rights and jurisdiction over the spaces in the Glacial 
Arctic Ocean25 made it clear that they would not tolerate any interference 
in the governance of the region:

Graph 4. Map depicting continental air defence systems. 1962. USAF Museum map. http://
pubs.aina.ucalgary.ca/aina/dewlinebib.pdf. Visited on 4th August 2015.

 − Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP).
 − Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (CAFF).
 − Emergency Prevention, Preparedness and Response (EPPR).
 − Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment (PAME).
 − Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG).

25 http://www.oceanlaw.org/downloads/arctic/Ilulissat_Declaration.pdf. It must be 
pointed out that in a clear demonstration of sovereignist nature, the only five States to 
be represented are the ones that were granted, by the United Nations Convention on the 
Laws of the Sea, sovereign and jurisdictional rights over extensive maritime spaces of 
the Arctic Ocean. Translation by the author.
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«Therefore, we see no need to develop a new international legal re-
gime [a broad international legal framework already exists that can 
be applied to the Arctic Ocean..., in particular, the United Nations Con-
vention on the Laws of the Sea]. We will keep ourselves abreast of de-
velopments in the Arctic Ocean and will carry on applying whatever 
measures we consider suitable».

In contrast to this restrictive line of cooperation and collaboration, the geopo-
litical future of the region has left us two examples that epitomise a situation 
that, although rooted in the past, ought to be perpetuated in the future:

 − On the one hand, the regime governing the Svalbard archipela-
go, lying between parallels 74o and 81o. This geographical zone is 
the northernmost part of the Kingdom of Norway by virtue of the 
Spitsbergen Treaty of 1920, whereby Norwegian sovereignty was 
recognised, but on the understanding that the entire zone is demi-
litarised and that all the signatories of the Treaty would have the 
same rights of access to its resources26.

 − On the other hand, the international agreement for polar bear con-
servation, signed on 15th November 1973, bringing to an end a pro-
cess that at its meeting in Fairbanks in 1965 agreed that «polar 
bears are an international circumpolar resource»27.

Current situation of the conflict

«The uncertainty about the extent of the changes, the potential human 
uses of the new space and the moment in which such transformations 
will take place, are important and by no means insignificant. The over-
view of opportunities that these offer have led to a growth in the in-
terest from the Arctic States in governing the space as their own and 
exclusively, as well as an interest from third parties, interested not only 
in the use and in the governability of this space, but also in protecting it 
because of its unusual characteristics.

Thus, the permanent members of the Arctic Council tend to consider 
that regional cooperation and the questions of regional governance 
must be managed by themselves together with the representatives 
of the indigenous population in the region. In this sense, some of the 
permanent members –specifically the five States with Arctic Ocean 
coastlines, the «Arctic 5» (especially Canada and Russia) – feel the 
internationalisation of the region as a potential threat to their Arctic 
sovereignty. On the other hand, the rest of the States in the zone –par-

26 http://app.uio.no/ub/ujur/oversatte-lover/data/lov-19250717-011-eng.pdf. Visited 
on 27th August 2015.
27 http://pbsg.npolar.no/en/agreements/agreement1973.html. Visited on 26th August 
2015.
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ticularly the small countries– consider the positive effects arising from 
the internationalisation of the region and use their geographical po-
sition as a powerful diplomatic weapon against third party countries 
interested in the region, such as China»28.

On 3rd August, President Obama announced the ambitious «Clean Ener-
gies Plan». In its presentation he stressed that «the reduction in the 
amount of Arctic ice has required the «National Geographic» to make in 
its atlas, the greatest modifications since the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union.» And indeed that extension of frozen sea in the Arctic Ocean is one 
of the most spectacular changes in the 10th Edition of the «National Geo-
graphic Atlas of the World». An ocean that first appeared in its entirety in 
its 5th Edition, published in 1989. Obama also promised that he would be 
the first American President to visit the Arctic zone in Alaska where: «our 
fellow citizens have already witnessed their communities devastated by 
the shrinking of the ice, the increase in the ocean level and the impact of 
these on marine life».

Such interest from America is accompanied by the large-scale produc-
tion of documents in the geostrategic field, specifically associated with 
the Arctic as a region, but always with one aim: to make it clear that the 
United States is a nation with Arctic sovereignty by virtue of the State 
of Alaska, although, for the moment and in the short-to-medium term, 
only the human aspect29 is considered important, with over 31 popula-
tions threatened by the environmental deterioration and in the process 
of relocation30.

However, this institutional position, which involves a minimal military in-
vestment in the region: «the key will be to achieve a balance between po-
tential investments and the current priorities of the military command»31, 
comes into clear contradiction with the declarations from the new US top 
military leadership during the sessions when his post was being ratified 
in the Congress and Senate, when reference was done to Russia and its 
nuclear arsenal as being the main threat to the first and vital strategic 
interest: the survival of the State32 (see Graph 5). Along the same lines, 

28 Ibid, Note 3. Page 11-12.
29 The Escuela Superior de las Fuerzas Armadas Españolas (ESFAS) defines geopol-
itics as: «The science that endeavours to define national or international policy on the 
basis of the systematic study of the geographical scenario, and of other factors such as 
economic, human, socio-political and military ones».
30 http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jul/27/alaska-global-warm-
ing-relocation. Visited on 27th August 2015.
31 http://www.navy.mil/docs/USN_arctic_roadmap.pdf(2014-2030). Visited on 28th 
August 2015.
32 «The fast-attack submarine USS Seawolf (SSN 21) completed a six-month... [Arc-
tic deployment] which included scheduled under-ice transits and under-ice operations. 
«We conducted two polar transits, including a routine surfacing at the North Pole». 
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the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the US Army, General Martin 
E. Dempsey, in his recent visits to European capitals as he stepped down 
from his post, referred to the threats as a junction of capacities and in-
tentions: «threats are the combination, or the aggregate, of capabilities 
and intentions».

Graph 5. (July 30, 2015) The fast attack submarine USS Seawolf (SSN 21) surfaces through 
Arctic ice at the North Pole. Seawolf conducted routine Arctic operations. (U.S. Navy photo 
/ Released August 25th 2015). http://www.navy.mil/submit/display.asp?story_id=90772.

And, with respect to the Russia-NATO confrontation (see Graph 6): «Let me 
set aside for the moment, intentions, because I don’t know which Russia´s 
intentions are. But when capacities are regarded…, it is observed that Rus-
sia has developed capacities that amount to a real threat, in space, cybers-
pace, land-based cruise missiles that violate international treaties, sub-
marines and other activities that try to disrupt communications. I really 
do think that by each one of the things that Russia does, it seems that it is 
trying to either discredit, or even more ominously, create the conditions for 
the failure of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. The continent [Europe] 
is in a period of high risk resulting from potential miscalculations»33.

«Surfacing at the North Pole was awesome. As you push through the surface it takes 
your breath away. You feel the ice hit the hull of the boat and you hear thumping back 
and forth all around you; then it just stops. It was a memorable experience. We got out 
of the boat, and the best way to describe the North Pole is that it’s a cold, snowy desert». 
Visited on 31st August 2015. http://www.navy.mil/submit/display.asp?story_id=90772.
3 3  h t t p : / / w w w. d e f e n s e . g o v / N e w s - A r t i c l e -V i e w / A r t i c l e / 6 1 4 1 4 7/
dempsey-shares-worldview-with-irish-officers?source=GovDelivery Visited on 28th 
August 2015.
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Along these lines, in the latest military doctrine signed by President Pu-
tin, the Russian Federation considered NATO to be its main threat and 
believed that the Alliance was practicing the doctrine of containment in 
order to isolate Russia. Thus he created, for the first time, a new joint 
command for the Arctic region and increased the military effort in the 
zone (see Graph 7).

Furthermore, in the new maritime doctrine, President Putin specifically 
referred to the Arctic and the Atlantic fronts as his main concerns, toge-
ther with the need to reinforce the presence of the Russian Navy in the 
Arctic and in Crimea.

«The changes to the maritime doctrine adopted in 2001, for the period 
up to 2020, are considered necessary for two reasons: first and fore-
most, as a result of the change in the international situation; and, of 
course, to strengthen the Russian position as a naval power.

Graph 6. http://russiancouncil.ru/en/blogs/polarview/?id_4=1778. Visited on 29th August 
2015.
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The maritime doctrine covers four functional dimensions and six regio-
nal zones. The four functional dimensions are: naval activity, maritime 
transport, oceanographic research and development of the resources 
in the marine space. The six regional areas are: the Atlantic, the Arctic, 
the Pacific, the Caspian, [...] the Indian Ocean... and the Antarctic...
The main attention is focused on two areas: the Arctic and the Atlan-
tic..., in view of the fact that NATO has recently been extremely active in 
these zones, closer and closer to our sovereign spaces, and Russia is 
of course responding to this new situation...
As far as the Arctic is concerned, several events have given rise to 
our decision. One of these is the increasing importance of the Northern 
Route. Mr. President, I wish to inform you that we have begun to cons-
truct a new fleet of atomic icebreakers. Three new atomic icebreakers 
will be ready to accompany the vessels that use the Northern Route in 
2017, 2019 and 2020. Furthermore, the Arctic likewise guarantees us 
free and unrestrained access to the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Then 

Graph 7. http://www.businessinsider.com/chart-of-russias-militarization-of-arc-
tic-2015-8?utm_content=buffer82c12&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.

com&utm_campaign=buffer. Visited on 29th August 2015.
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there is also the question of the wealth lying under the continental 
shelf, which requires exhaustive supervision and planning»34.

There is absolutely no doubt whatsoever that the conflict is present. The 
Arctic Region is the largest zone of potential tension between NATO and 
the Russian Federation: the entire surface of the Arctic Ocean, except for 
the so-called «donut hole» (see Graph 8), covering a surface area of 2.85 
million km2 of high seas or international waters. One zone that is also in 
dispute, and on which Russia has once again laid a claim over 1.2 million 
km2 as an extension to its continental shelf, associated to the Lomonosov 
Ridge35.

Graph 8. http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/03/world/asia/in-a-first-chinese-navy-sails-
off-alaska.html?emc=edit_tnt_20150902&nlid=60401189&tntemail0=y&_r=0. Visited on 

5th September 2015.

34 Russian Federation Marine Doctrine. Vladimir Putin held a meeting to discuss the 
new draft. July 26th 2015 Baltiisk. http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/50060. 
Visited on 28th August 2015. http://static.kremlin.ru/media/events/files/ru/uAFi5n-
vux2twaqjftS5yrIZUVTJan77L.pdf.
35 The claim has been made before the Commission on Limits of the Continental Shelf 
pursuant to the UN Convention on the Oceans and the Laws of the Sea, at the appeal 
stage and with new data. http://barentsobserver.com/en/arctic/2015/08/russia-sub-
mits-claim-north-pole-04-08. Visited on 28 de August 2015.
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The role of the external stakeholders

«Arctic governance: the main hurdle.

The discourse and the policies of the Non-Arctic countries have gone 
through two distinct phases. The first one was an alarmist and reac-
tion phase, which gave way to a second and more moderate phase, 
based on diplomacy. These phases have been accompanied by a series 
of policies and strategies implemented by the Arctic States that were 
almost invariably devised to maintain the status quo in «their» region 
and thus, the control over its process of governance».
In recent years, it would appear that a consensus has been reached in 
the Arctic Council between the «Non-Arctic» countries and the perma-
nent members, albeit without apparently having reached a convergen-
ce with respect to the path to follow. It is highly likely therefore that the 
governance of the Arctic –who and what must govern the region– will 
continue to be a matter of debate between the Arctic and the Non-Arctic 
States»36.

A host of stakeholders come together in the Arctic Region: old and new, 
international (see Graph 9)37, state, non-governmental, multinational38, 
organised crime..., all of them often having conflicting and, in some cases, 
unspeakable objectives. Nevertheless, these objectives castaspersions 
on the key factor, the core issue for the security in the zone, its governan-
ce. If we look at the Arctic Council (see Graph 10), we can see this plurali-
ty, with eight Member States, six permanent participants on behalf of the 
indigenous peoples and thirty-two observers, twelve countries, among 
which Spain is included, 9 intergovernmental and inter-parliamentary 
organisations and 11 NGOs.

However, two external actors stand out from among the plethora of in-
terests in the region: China, Arctic Council observer since 2013, and the 
European Union, which is constantly rejected. They are two global actors 
with immense geopolitical weight that can play a basic role in the region’s 
stability and sustainability. These two actors have a major geostrategic 
function in this geopolitical region of vital importance though largely unk-
nown yet to the rest of the globe: China because of its Continental-Mariti-
me power, and the European Union39 owing to its maritime power40. Both 
China and the EU envisaged the internationalisation of the region: «the 

36 Ibid, Note 3. Page 12.
37 Visited on 31st August 2015. http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_opin-
ion/2015/DIEEEO22-2015_Artico-CambioClimatico_F.delPozo.pdf.
38 http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_opinion/2015/DIEEEO24-2015_Artico_
SoniaVelazquez.pdf.
39 http://www.eeas.Europe.eu/arctic_region/.
40 Ibid, COHEN, Saul Bernand. Page 37.
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Graph 9.  http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_opinion/2015/DIEEEO22-2015_Ar-
tico-CambioClimatico_F.delPozo.pdf. BEAC: Barents Euro-Arctic Council. CBSS: Council of 

the Baltic Sea States.

Graph 10. http://russiancouncil.ru/en/publications/infographics/.



Ignacio García Sánchez

112

Arctic belongs to all the peoples in the world and no nation has sovereign 
rights over it»41. It is a common space of freedom and scientific research, 
under international responsibility with a Treaty similar to the Antarctic42. 
However, realism has imposed its will over idealism, and the two actors 
are prepared to lend themselves to the «balance of power» dynamics, 
where interests and nationalism manifest themselves in their most ex-
treme and frightening form, in what is known as the roof of the world.

On the one hand, the European Union43 has thus collaborated in the so-
cioeconomic and environmental development of the Arctic Regions, at its 
near neighbourhood, with more than 1,140 million Euros between 2007 
and 2013, further to contributing to scientific research in the Region via 
the «Seventh Framework Programme» (FP7) with around 200 million 
Euros, 20 million Euros per annum in the past decade. The EU has also 
assumed responsibilities because three of its Member States, Denmark 
(Greenland44 and the Faroe Isles), Finland and Sweden possess territo-
ries inside the Arctic Polar Circle.

On the other hand, China45 can patiently, cautiously and staying out of the 
headlines, in keeping with its proverbial way of understanding internatio-
nal relations, take advantage of the open challenge between Russia and 
the West46. However, its presence in the Arctic essentially pursues a clear 
policy and a firm course of strategic action47, with two anchoring points: 
Iceland and Greenland, both with great mining and hydrocarbon potential, 
and lying in a delicate geopolitical situation.

«China is investing approximately 60 million dollars per year in polar 
research (more than the United States, which does possess Arctic te-
rritory), has set a special administration for the Arctic and the Antarc-
tic, has established, in Shanghai in 2013, the «China-Nordic Arctic Re-

41 http://www.adn.com/article/20150630/donut-hole-center-arctic-ocean. Visited on 
4th August 2015.
42 http://www.idi.mineco.gob.es/portal/site/MICINN/menuitem.7eeac5cd345b-
4f34f09dfd1001432ea0/?vgnextoid=c1a2efb8b7c0f210VgnVCM1000001d04140aR-
CRD. Visited on 13th September 2015.
43 Ibid, Note 3. Page 22.
44 Visited on 29th August 2015. http://ec.Europe.eu/news/2015/03/20150319_en.htm.
https://ec.Europe.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/signed-joint-declaration-eu-green- 
land-denmark_en.pdf. 
45 Ibid, Note 3. Page 43.
46 «Russian Arctic offshore energy efforts are in a period of unwelcome pause, and the 
flight of Western companies in the face of sanctions imposed by their home countries 
has left the future of these efforts up in the air. But this state is unlikely to last for long. 
Western firms have left incredible opportunity in their wake, and China is in the perfect 
position to benefit.» Visited on 30th August 2015. http://thediplomat.com/2015/01/
russian-sanctions-china-and-the-arctic/.
47 http://www.chinare.gov.cn/english/. «Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration». 
Visited on 30th August 2015.
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search Center» and intends to greatly increase its assigned research 
personnel... In 2003 China completed the construction of the «Arctic 
Yellow River Station», a permanent research centre on the Norwegian 
island of Spitsbergen. It currently has an icebreaker that mainly opera-
tes in the Arctic region48 and another one will come into service in 2016. 
Although it is not an Arctic State, it will soon have as many icebreakers 
in the Arctic as countries like Norway or the United States»49.

Moreover, its relations with Iceland, with which it is linked by the first 
free trade agreement with a European country, will also benefit from the 
tensions that exist between Iceland and the European Union over the 
fish catch quota50. Meanwhile, Greenland needs a powerful partner to 
realise its dreams of independence, but neither Europe nor the United 
States seem prepared to support it. In spite of the nightmare that being 
absorbed by the demographic giant would make for its just over 60,000 
inhabitants, the support from China would appear to offer Greenland’s 
only guarantee of success.

Spain51, on the other hand, has been an Arctic Council observer since 
2006, and has a long tradition of explorers and fishermen attracted by 
its potential routes and the wealth of its marine resources. Our maritime 
condition52, being a member of the European Union and NATO and also 
occupying a seat on the United Nations Security Council in the bi-annual 
period 2015-2017, should be sufficient to involve us in all the geopolitical 
areas in this region that contains the fifth largest ocean on the planet53.

In this sense, and in spite of the fact that neither the National Security 
Strategy nor the National Maritime Security Strategy mention the Arctic54, 

48 The icebreaker «Xue Long» completed its sixth expedition to the Arctic in August 
2014.
49 Ibid, the diplomat.com. Translation by the author.
50 «Apart from Iceland’s merits as an effective facilitator, rapprochement between 
Beijing and Reykjavik is determined by the complicated relationship between Iceland 
and the EU. The negotiations for Iceland’s accession to the EU were not exactly crowned 
with success as the parties could not agree on a fish catch quota. Despite some com-
prises from Reykjavik, Brussels took a hard line. The fishing industry accounts for more 
than 10% of Iceland’s GDP, and a decrease in catches would be devastating. As a re-
sult, Iceland halted the talks (and temporarily withdrew its application). It then began to 
search for an alternative source of investment to kick-start an economy that had been 
hard hit by the 2008-2009 crisis». http://thediplomat.com/2015/05/china-iceland-and-
the-arctic/ Visited on 30th August 2015.
51 Ibid, Note 3. Page 25
52 See Chapter 14, «Vulnerability of the Maritime Space», page 251, on «National Se-
curity, threats and responses». Editorial Lid. November 2014.
53 GARCÍA SÁNCHEZ, Ignacio and PALACIÁN DE INZA, Blanca, 2013, «Geopolítics of the 
Arctic thaw». Foreign Policy.
54 Visited on 31st August 2015. http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_anali-
sis/2013/DIEEEA66-2013_StrategieseguridadMaritimaNational_IJGS.pdf.
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on the initiative of the Spanish Polar Committee55 and the Ministry of Fo-
reign Affairs and Cooperation, a polar strategy study has been initiated in 
which the Instituto Español de Estudios Estratégicos [Spanish Institute of 
Strategic Studies] will be participating.

Conclusions and prospects

«In spite of what sometimes appears in the media, the Arctic space 
is not a confrontation zone between neighbouring countries, not even 
between these and third parties, but rather a space where close coo-
peration between States has always prevailed, and it is foreseeable 
that this will be the case in the future. The Arctic Council, the main 
cooperation forum, bears this out. In spite of the fact that, as has al-
ready been explained, the most prominent Arctic States – those with 
Arctic Ocean coastlines– decide upon the governance of this space, the 
States in the region have realised that it is necessary to establish a 
«balance» between the inclusion/exclusion of new permanent obser-
vers and the idea of internationalisation/regionalisation of this space. 
It is foreseeable that this balance between adversaries will continue 
in the immediate future. The objective would appear to be «include» in 
order to «control»»56.

Zibigniew Brzezinski, in his work Strategic Vision. America and the crisis of 
the Global Power, entitles the 3rd part: «The World after America: in 2025, 
Not Chinese, but Chaotic». In it, he introduces the «not very numerous 
global spaces..., [such as] those areas of the world that are shared by all 
States [and that] can be classified on the basis of two sets of global con-
cerns :strategic and environmental. The strategic ones include sea and 
air, outer space and cybernetic domain, as well as control over nuclear 
proliferation. The environmental concerns include the geopolitical impli-
cations of river-resources management, the Arctic and Climate Change».

He thus considers that «the Arctic is capable of bringing about major 
geopolitical movements in favour of Russia». And, to quote an article by 
Vladimir Radyuhin: «The Strategic Value of the Arctic to Russia»57, he con-
siders that: «Russia is the State that has the most to gain from unimpe-
ded access to the Arctic, yet at the same time it could be the target of a 
containment strategy put into practice by the other four Arctic States, all 
of them NATO members. In many aspects, the way this new major game 

55 http://www.idi.mineco.gob.es/portal/site/MICINN/menuitem.7eeac5cd345b-
4f34f09dfd1001432ea0/?vgnextoid=9b6fefb8b7c0f210VgnVCM1000001d04140aRCRD. 
Visited on 31st August 2015.
56 Ibid, Note 3. Page 12.
57 http://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/article857542.ece Visited on 31st August 
2015.
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develops will be determined by the first one to make a move with the 
greatest legitimacy, given that there are very few agreements about the 
Arctic».

Along these lines, he concludes that «the possibility of an American decli-
ne could enable Russia to exert greater influence on controlling the Arctic 
and on Europe through the energy policy; a lot however would depend 
upon its political orientation after the 2012 Presidential Elections. The 
five Arctic States would benefit from a peaceful cooperation agreement 
—similar to the one signed between Norway and Russia in the Barents 
Sea in 2010— and the geopolitical stability this agreement would give 
them. However, political circumstances could change rapidly in an en-
vironment in which control over energy resources is still the only major 
Russian priority».

Well, we now have some data that Brzezinski left in the air and that could 
swiftly change the geopolitical climate in the region. One of these is the 
political orientation of Vladimir Putin’s Presidency, reflected in the an-
nexation of Crimea, its utilisation of hybrid war as a geostrategic line of 
action, as well as the exaltation of nationalistic and patriotic fervour, ba-
sically by means of an active policy of restoring military pride with a very 
active presence of the Armed Forces in support of its foreign policy.

Recent examples may be found in: Russian military presence in Syria on 
the side of President Bashar Al-Assad’s forces58; the monitoring of the 
Russian vessel «Yantar», officially carrying out oceanography research, 
in the vicinity of the Kings Bay naval base in Georgia, which is where eight 
nuclear submarines of the Ohio class are deployed59; and the passage of 
a fleet of five Chinese vessels through the Bering Strait on the final day 
of Obama’s visit to Alaska during an exercise between the Russian and 
Chinese Navies in Arctic waters, at the same time that withdrawal t of up 
to 3,000 members of the North American Defence Department in Alaska 
was announced, as a consequence of the drastic cutbacks in the Defence 
Budget.

However, in the opposite sense, and following Brzezinski’s train of thou-
ght, the pressure to obtain the Arctic’s resources seems to be on the 
wane. The slowdown of the world economy, particularly affecting the 
Chinese giant and the rest of emerging countries, the drop in oil prices, 
the recent discoveries of major hydrocarbon deposits in Africa and the 
Mediterranean Sea, and the development –unthinkable a decade ago– of 

58 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/russia/11845635/
Vladimir-Putin-confirms-Russian-military-involvement-in-Syrias-civil-war.html Visited 
on 5th September 2015.
59 http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2015/09/03/russian-spy-ship-spotted-near-us-
sub-base/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=New%20Cam-
paign&utm_term=%2ASituation%20Report Visited on 5th September 2015.



unconventional gas and oil, have cooled extraction expectations in the 
region, postponing them for quite some time.

Furthermore, this trend is accentuated by the economic sanctions that 
the West has imposed on Russia, preventing it from any technological ex-
change and company participation if the «technologies are to be used for 
oil exploration and production in deep waters or in the Arctic or for shale 
oil projects in Russia»60.

For a long time, the Arctic has been on the sidelines where geopolitical de-
bate is concerned, however being the purest example for this discipline, de-
monstrating «the real value of modern geopolitics [ ] as an academic analysis 
of the geographical factors underlying the international relations that guide 
political interactions. This analysis does not determine the political direction 
that states must take, yet it does offer desirable courses of action and warns 
of the probable impact of certain decisions regarding these relations and 
interactions»61.

Therefore, and by way of conclusion, we could quote from Henry Kissin-
ger in the epilogue to his book «On China», where he confronts us with a 
terrible geopolitical dilemma: «in his essay, «perpetual peace», the philo-
sopher Immanuel Kant, argues that perpetual peace will eventually pre-
vail in the world in one of these two forms, by humanity´s conviction or as 
a result of conflicts and catastrophes on such a scale that humanity has 
no other option left. We are now faced with this latter situation».

Would the geopolitical region of the Arctic lie in the vortex of such a tre-
mendous and disturbing statement?

Geopolitical indicators62

USA RUSSIA CANADA NORWAY GREENLAND

Area km2 9,826,675 
(3º)

17,098,242 
(1º)

9,984,670 
(2º) 323,802 (68º) 2,166,086 

(12º)

GDP (PPP) 17,420B$ 
(3º) 3,565B$ (7º) 1,592B$ 

(16º)
345,200M$ 
(50º)

2,133M$ 
(192º)

Agriculture 1.6% 4% 1.7% 1.7% 13.9%

60 http://www.elmundo.es/international/2015/06/22/5587cb9122601dd1398b457f.
html. Visited on 6th September 2015.
61 Ibid, COHEN, Samuel Bernard. Page, 11.
62 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/xx.html. Visited 
on 9th September 2015. B:1012. M:106. GDP: Gross Domestic Product. PPP: Purchasing 
Power Parity.
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USA RUSSIA CANADA NORWAY GREENLAND

Industry 20.7% 36.3% 28.2% 41.8% 19.2%

Services 77.7% 59.7% 70.1% 56.5% 67%

GDP - per capi-
ta (PPP)

54,600$ 
(19º)

24,800$ 
(69º)

44,800$ 
(29º) 66,900$ (12º) 38,400$ 

(41º)

GDP - growth 2.4% (131º) 0.6% (196º) 2.5% (137º) 2.2% (156º) 3% (104º)

Population
Average Age

321,368,864 
(4º) – 37.6

142,423,773 
(10º) – 38.9

35,099,836 
(38º) – 41.7 

5,207,689 
(121º) – 39.1

57,773 
(206º) – 33.6

Population 
Growth 0.78% (143º) - 0.04% 

(200º)
0.75% 
(144º) 1.13% (101) 0º (190º)

GINI Index 45.0 (41º) 42 (50º) 32.1 (108º) 26.8 (135º) 24.8 (137º) 
Denmark

Life Expectancy 
at Birth 79.68 (42º) 70.47 (152º) 81.76 (14º) 81.7 (17º) 72.1 (143º)

Internet Users 276.6M 
(87%) 84.4M (59%) 32.4M 

(93%) 4.9M (96.2%) 40,100 
(69.5%)

Mobile Phones 317.4M (5º) 
100/100

221M (7º) 
155/100

29.2M (44º) 
85/100

5.9M (111º) 
111/100

60,800 
(200º) - 
105/100

Urban Develo-
pment 81.6% 74% 81.8% 80.5% 86.4%

Military Expen-
diture:
 % GDP

4.35% (9º) 3.49% (16º) 1% (80º) 1.4% (72º) 1.37% (71º) 
Denmark

Chronology of the conflict

CHAP. III The Arctic. An Old or a New Geopolitics?

DATE EVENTS

1867 (March, 30) The US Senate approves the purchase of Alaska from Russia.

1920 Spitsbergen Treaty.
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1941-1947 Second World War. Allied support for the Soviet Union´s war 
effort.

1947-1989 Cold War. First line of underwater and air defence, between the 
Soviet Block and NATO.

1959 (January, 03) President Eisenhower signs the Alaska Statehood Act, whereby it 
becomes the 49th State of the Union.

1973 International Agreement for the conservation of polar bears. 

1975 Professor Wallace Broecker coins the term «Global Warming».

1989
Meeting between the eight Circumpolar States in Rovaniemi 
(Finland).
Objective: the protection of the Arctic environment.

1991 Publication of the «Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy» 
(AEPS). 

1996 (September,19) The Arctic Council is established. 

2001 (December, 20) First claim for the extension of the continental shelf. Rejected.

2006 Spain is accepted as an observer member of the Arctic Council.

2008 (May, 27-29) Arctic ocean Conference held in Ilulissat, Greenland. The Ilulissat 
Declaration.

2009 (March, 29)
The UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf 
accepts the application made by Norway and extends it 235,000 
Km2.

2010 (June, 15) Russian-Norwegian Treaty on Delimitation and Cooperation in 
the Barents Sea and the Arctic Ocean.

2013 China is accepted as an observer member of the Arctic Council.  
The European Union´s application is rejected.

2014 (December, 15) Denmark and Greenland claim a surface area of 895.541 km2 .

2015 (July, 26) The new Russian Federation maritime doctrine is presented. 

2015 (August, 03) Second Russian claim for an extension to the continental shelf.

2015 (August, 31) First visit of a President to the Arctic territories of Alaska.
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Exports-imports63

EXPORT-IMPORT TABLE

USA

Exports: $1.61 trillion (2014 est.) country comparison to the 
world: 3 
Exports: CANADA 19%, Mexico 14.3%, CHINA 7.7%, Japan 4.1% 
(2013)
Imports: $2.334 trillion (2014 est.) country comparison to the 
world: 1
Imports: CHINA 19.6%, CANADA 14.6%, Mexico 12.3%, Japan 
6.1%, Germany 5%  (2013)

RUSSIA

Exports: $520.3 billion (2014 est.) country comparison to the 
world: 10 
Exports: Netherlands 10.7%, Germany 8.2%, CHINA 6.8%, Italy 
5.5%, Ukraine 5%, Turkey 4.9%, Belarus 4.1%, Japan 4% (2013)
Imports: $323.9 billion (2014 est.) country comparison to the 
world: 19
Imports: CHINA 16.5%, Germany 12.5%, Ukraine 5.2%, Belarus 
5%, Italy 4.4%, US 4.3% (2013)

CANADA

Exports: $465.1 billion (2014 est. ) country comparison to the 
world: 13 
Exports: US 75.8%, CHINA 4.4% (2013)
Imports: $482.1 billion (2014 est.) country comparison to the 
world: 12
Imports: US 52.1%, CHINA 11.1%, Mexico 5.6% (2013)

NORWAY

Exports: $150.2 billion (2014 est.) country comparison to the 
world: 32
Exports: UK 24.5%, Netherlands 13.1%, Germany 12.9%, France 
6.6%, Sweden 5.8%, US 4.5% (2013)
Imports: $91.03 billion (2014 est.) country comparison to the 
world: 37
Imports: Sweden 13.3%, Germany 12.4%, CHINA 9.1%, UK 6.3%, 
Denmark 6.1%, US 5.9% (2013)

GREENLAND

Exports: $384.3 million (2010) country comparison to the world: 
179
Exports: Denmark 61.3%, Japan 11.6%, CHINA 9.3% (2013)
Imports: $814.2 million (2010) country comparison to the world: 
185
Imports: Denmark 65.8%, Sweden 19.5% (2013)

ICELAND

Exports: $5 billion (2014 est.) country comparison to the world: 
113
Exports: Netherlands 30%, Germany 12.1%, UK 9.5%, NORWAY 
4.8%, US 4.7%, France 4.7% (2013)
Imports: $4.675 billion (2014 est.) country comparison to the 
world: 134
Imports: NORWAY 15.6%, US 10%, Germany 8.4%, CHINA 8.2%, 
Brazil 7.7%, Denmark 6.3%, Netherlands 5.2%, UK 4.7%, Swe-
den 4.2% (2013)

63 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/xx.html. Visited 
on 6th September 2015.
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Chapter 
four

Egypt, pivotal in the new regional geopolitics
Emilio Sánchez de Rojas Díaz

Abstract

If we adopt a broad definition of conflict, we could say that since its foun-
dation in 1928, the Muslim Brotherhood has maintained a permanent 
conflict with the State, due to their mutually incompatible objectives. In 
fact, the periods of violent conflict over time have been more frequent 
than those of non-violent conflict. After the Second World War, violence 
has been an essential component of the strategy of the Muslim Brother-
hood or its active members or broken off branches until today.

Complicating even more the current situation, to the traditional factors 
and historical terrorist groups, new players are added, particularly in the 
province of Sinai. This suggests that the dismantling of the violent Islamic 
movement in Egypt is far from being achieved, and that violence has be-
come a constituent part of the daily life of the country. Destabilisation of 
Egypt would be a qualitative leap in the already dangerous instability in 
the Mediterranean, with its main centres in Libya and Syria, not to forget 
Tunisia.
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Introduction

Conflicts no longer have clear solutions, they are «wicked problems»1. 
A lack of understanding of the implications of a particular situation can 
lead to situations that are much worse than the one that we set out to im-
prove2. The proliferation of «wicked problems», and their unpredictable 
consequences, would appear to indicate a certain fall in global leaders-
hip and a loss of influence. The United States, the traditional hegemonic 
power in the Middle East, is not prepared to use its power, for its pivotal 
strategy towards the Pacific, while its soft power is discredited by the use 
– real or perceived – of double standards.

The lesson that we are learning from the conflicts in the MENA3 region 
and the Sahel, is that immediate success does not mean the end of the 
strategic problems, which represent changing and evolutionary challen-
ges. Since the end of the Cold War, we no longer have a set of metrics, 
indicators or operating techniques that can be applied to all the strategic 
problems or a set of these that remain valid for a particular individual 
problem throughout its whole life cycle4, and this is the case with the 
conflict in Egypt.

What do we understand by conflict?

The opinions of Mary Kaldor, the British political expert who makes a dis-
similarity between the «old wars» associated with the Cold War, and the 
«new wars» as from the decade of the 1990s, can be applied to the cu-
rrent situation affecting the conflict in Egypt. The new wars can only be 
understood within the context of political, economic, military and cultural 
globalisation; which have blurred the distinction between war, terrorism 
and organised crime. At the same time, they are local and dependent 
upon transnational connections and have encouraged a war economy ba-
sed on looting, black market transactions and external assistance, they 
being sustained thanks to continued violence.

Mitchell’s5 definition of conflict is one of the most widely accepted. When 
he studies a conflict, he makes a distinction between three interrelated 
components: a conflictive situation, a conflicting behaviour and certain 
conflicting attitudes and perceptions. Mitchell defines a conflictive situa-

1 These are problems that cannot be described in a simple and stable way. They do 
not belong to the kind of problems that when treated in one single way, give similar 
solutions: they are disorderly, errant and reactive.
2 WATTS, Barry D. Barriers to acting strategically. [book author] Thomas G. Mahnken. 
Competitive Strategies for the 21st Century, pages 53-4.
3 Acronym from Middle East and North Africa.
4 WATTS Ibid, page 53.
5 MITCHELL, Christopher Roger. The Structure of International Conflict.
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tion as being «any situation in which two or more social entities or «par-
ties» (regardless of how they are defined or structured) perceive that 
they have mutually irreconcilable objectives»6 noting that, when we talk 
about objectives, we are referring to «future desired outcomes».

Violence is a form of conflict: «Violence is not a quantitative degree of 
conflicts, but a qualitative form of conflicts, with its own dynamics». Re-
sorting to violence during a conflict is a «change of phase» that requi-
res special theoretical attention7. Violence can only crop up between the 
parties if the incompatibility has been deemed relevant, and secondly 
(and more important), violence has to be endorsed as a legitimate way 
of acting.

According to Michael Lund8 «Conflict occurs when two or more parties 
perceive that their interests are incompatible, express hostile attitudes, 
or ... pursue their interests through actions that damage the interests of 
the other parties (as adopted by FAO). These parties could be individuals, 
large or small groups, or countries». These «interests can differ over:

i) the access to and distribution of resources (for example, terri-
tory, money, sources of energy, food, etc.),

ii) the control over power and the participation in political 
decision-making,

iii) the identity, (cultural, social and political communities),
iv) the State, particularly those solidly established on their sys-

tems of government, religion or ideology»9.

A Permanent Conflict in Egypt?

In keeping with these definitions, which are widely accepted, the Egyp-
tian State would have been in permanent conflict with the «Islamic Move-
ment» ever since the Muslim Brotherhood was founded. The differences 
between the State´s objectives and those of that vague entity that we 
could call Islamic Movement, which has been moving in the circles of the 
Muslim Brotherhood since it was founded by Hassan Al-Banna in Ismailía 
in 1928, have caused the conflict to go through short periods of relative 
peace, alternating with more frequent periods of violent conflict.

The bases of Islam and those of the Muslim Brotherhood are rooted in 
the reformist movements at the end of the XIX Century, which emerged in 

6 Ibid, page 17.
7 DEMMERS, Jolle. Theories of Violent Conflict: An introduction.
8 LUND, Michael S. Preventing and Mitigating Violent Conflicts: A Revised Guide for 
Practitioners. Page 2-2.
9 SCHMID, A. P. Violent Crime and Conflicts. Proceedings of an International Confer-
ence held at Courmayeur.
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Egypt as a reaction to the occupying power in the form of British Colonia-
lism. These movements, initially represented by its two most prominent 
figures, Jamal-al- din Al-Afghani and Mohamed Abdu, gave rise not only 
to Islamic modernism but also to the Pan-Islamism that endeavoured to 
go back to its roots in order to «modernise Islam», their sucessor Rashid 
Rida Al-Banna being the first major ideologist in that eclectic synthesis 
that is political Islam, struggling against the occupying force, the United 
Kingdom, as its target.

Al-Banna was to be succeeded by yet more radical ideologists, who were 
fruit of the harsh conditions and the torture suffered in Egyptian prisons. 
One such ideologist who stood out was Sayyid Kutb, author of the influen-
tial book «Milestones in the way», and also Shukri Mustafa, the leader 
of Takfir Wal Hijra, or Muhammad Abd-al-Salam Faraj, leader of Tanzim 
al-Jihad and the author of the pamphlet about Jihad «the hidden obli-
gation», who was to lead the organising of the assassination of Presi-
dent Anwar el-Sadat. These radical ideologists turned the fight against 
the «enemy from without» the aforementioned colonial force, to the fight 
against the governing national elites, the «enemy within».

Background of the conflict

None of the most important religions was born as «political» as Islam 
did, and it has remained so ever since10. As Ibrahim described it: the In-
ter-war Period (1918-1938) witnessed the abolition of the Ottoman Cali-
phate (1922), which meant the collapse of the last great Moslem empire, 
that would lead to a secular policy with authoritarian-totalitarian con-
notations. After the initial impact; Egyptian Moslem devotees organised 
themselves into what was to become known as the Muslim Brotherhood.

The Muslim Brotherhood: the origins of the violent conflict

The Moslem Brotherhood was founded in March 1928 by Hassan Al-Ban-
na, a school teacher, together with six Egyptian workers, in the city of 
Ismailía, in the banks of the Suez Canal. The Society was one of several 
Islamic groups directed by Al-Banna, and it is not possible by its origins to 
distinguish it from many other similar groups that were active at that time 
in Egypt11. The definition that its founder gave to the Brotherhood at the 
Fifth General Conference in 1939 is of interest. It is quoted by Mitchell12:

10 IBRAHIM, S. Islamic Activism and Political Opposition in Egypt (1995).page 56.
11 MUNSON, Z. Islamic Mobilisation: Social Movement Theory and the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood, page 488.
12 MITCHELL, R., The Society of the Muslim Brothers, page 14.
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«A Salafist message, a Sunni path, a Sufi truth, a political organisation, 
a sports club, a cultural and educational union, an economic company 
and a social idea».

According to Ibrahim, [up to 1993] three phases can be defined in the his-
tory of the Muslim Brotherhood as a social movement:

 − The first phase, which runs from the end of the 1920s until the end 
of the 1940s, devoted to promoting and developing the organisa-
tion. In the 1940s, and owing to the socioeconomic stress caused 
by the Second World War, there was an extraordinary growth in its 
membership.

 − The second phase, which runs from the end of the 1940s to the end 
of the 1960s, saw frequent and violent clashes with the State, not 
only during the Egyptian Monarchy but also in the revolutionary 
period, under Nasser. Many of the leaders of the Muslim Brother-
hood were assassinated or executed in these confrontations. Many 
other members were imprisoned.

 − The third phase which runs from the beginning of the 1970s to the 
time this was published [1993], was an era of non-violent struggle, 
under the Presidencies of Sadat and Mubarak. At this phase, the 
surviving leadership of the Muslim Brotherhood took the decision 
to give up violence and oppose the regime peacefully. This deci-
sion caused several divisions within the Muslim Brotherhood. The 
breakaway groups would spread, from the 1970s to 1990s, violent 
confrontations with the State and/or society13.

 − It is necessary to add, to the aforementioned phases described by 
Ibrahim in 1993, a fourth phase in which the Brotherhood came 
into power between June 2012 and July 2013, after the disturban-
ces of 2011; this was characterised by an attempt at Islamisation 
based on the approval of Islamist-style Constitution in 2013, and

 − The last phase, which involved persecution and violent conflict 
against the State, which commenced after the Egyptian Armed 
Forces seized power.

The second phase of the Muslim Brotherhood: Violence, dissolution 
and repression of the Brotherhood

After the Second World War the Moslem Brotherhood were to play a cen-
tral role in popular agitation. While Prime Minister Isma’il Sidqi Pasha 
negotiated with the British, pitch battles took place between young mem-
bers of the Muslim Brotherhood and the Wafd Party in Ismailia and Port 
Said the Brotherhood being subsequently dissolved14. In reprisal, a party 

13 IBRAHIM, S. Ibid, pages 56-7.
14 CALVERT, J. Sayyid Qutb and the Origins of Radical Islamism., page119.
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member assassinated the Prime Minister Mahmud Fahmi Al-Nuqrashi, 
who had ordered the dissolution. Two months later, Al-Banna was assas-
sinated by the Egyptian police15.

Al-Banna believed that «Islam is obedience, and the Koran is the Law and 
the Sword. The two are inseparable», and with Al-Banna the Jihad beca-
me an essential part of the organisation’s ideology. In the article entitled 
«Our Second Step. Brothers, prepare yourselves», for the First Edition of 
al-Nazir16 (The Herald), Al-Banna stated:

«God restrains through the exercise of power what He does not limit 
with the Koran. His call will be sent to the leaders. If they respond, God 
will support them. If they resort to evasion and error, we will wage 
war on every leader, head of political party or body that does not work 
towards the victory of Islam»17.

This left little doubt that within Hassan Al-Banna’s system war was consi-
dered legitimate. Al-Banna explicitly defended the use of violence against 
the State, and reiterated this same position in his speech during the Fif-
th Convention of the Moslem Brotherhood, in which he stressed that the 
Brotherhood would have to resolve certain questions by the use of force, 
when other means for attaining that end had failed18.

More and more evidence is emerging to demonstrate that Islamic terro-
rism in Egypt began with Hassan Al-Banna. The terrorism that Al-Banna 
envisaged is of the type that Rapoport defined as «anticolonial wave», 
whereas the kind promoted by Qutb would have been an early example of 
«religious wave»19. Al-Banna considered that terrorism was essentially 
tactical and instrumental, and although he preferred other methods he 
did not rule out its possible use. Al-Banna’s basic strategy was an Islami-
sation of society in order to achieve power at a later date.

The «secret apparatus» of the Muslim Brotherhood

In the 1950s and 1960s, the Egyptian Regime devoted its time to repres-
sing the Brotherhood using extremely harsh methods (arrests, execu-
tions, trials, torture, exile), and the Brotherhood went underground20. As 
Mitchell observes, the tensions with the Government made the Society 
even more hostile not only to those in power, but also, for the first time, 
hostile to the situation in Egypt. It was in this environment that Al-Banna 
decided to escalate towards the final state of organisational planning: at 

15 MUNSON, Z. Op. Cit. page 489.
16 Journal of the Moslem Brotherhood.
17 MAHFOUZ, H. Hassan Al-Banna and the State.
18 Ibid.
19 RAPOPORT, C.D. The Four Waves of Modern Terrorism.
20 BROWN, N.The Muslim Brotherhood.
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the end of 1942 or early in 1943, what was to become known within the 
organisation as the «special section»; and referred to by outside obser-
vers as the «secret apparatus»21, was born.

The Moslem Brotherhood was not the only Egyptian party with a paramili-
tary group. In the 1940s, several political groups of different political ten-
dencies had their own armed militias. Both the Wafd Party and the Young 
Egypt Party, inspired by the fascists and their paramilitary organisations, 
had their own Blue Shirts and Green Shirts, respectively. Christine Six-
ta Rinehart22 considers that several members of the Rover´s Supreme 
Council, such as Husayn Kamal Al-Din, Mahmud Labib, and Abd al-Aziz 
Ahmad, were to be instrumental in promoting the «special section».

When Al-Banna created the special section, he stated:

«Given that it is based upon a clean, strong Islamic military tradition, 
and as it is invariably surrounded by an absolute secret, only its mem-
bers will know about it, and it will always finance from its own mem-
bers, as an indication of the commitment of people who offer their life 
and money, by way of a sacrifice»23.

Some of those who fell victim to the «special section» were Judge Ah-
med Al-Khazindar Bey in 1947, for having condemned young members 
of the Brotherhood to prison accused of assassinating British personnel 
in Cairo, and the Prime Minister Mahmoud Al-Nuqrashi Pasha, in 1948, 
assassinated for outlawing the organisation and bringing criminal char-
ges against its members24. ‘Abd al-Hadi, Head of the Royal Cabinet and 
the Saadist Party, began a campaign of state terror against virtually all 
the political sectors and Egyptian society causing resentment and hate, 
especially among army officers25.

The Muslim Brotherhood managed to bring together, around the cultu-
ral reference of Islam and the call for a reconciled Islamic society, social 
groups that would otherwise have remained at loggerheads: the urban 
middle- low class, the peasants, the students, and the circles close to 
the Palace. This balance was jeopardised after the assassination of their 
founder Al-Banna in 1949, in the middle of the climate of political violence 
that accompanied the end of the Monarchy26.

21 MITCHELL, R. Op. Cit., page 30.
22 RINEHART, C. Volatile Social Movements and the Origins of Terrorism: The Radical-
isation of Change, page 45.
23 EL-AWAISI, A. The Muslim Brothers and the Palestine Question 1928-1947, page 112.
24 SEWILAM, H. Violent Doctrines of the Muslim Brotherhood.
25 CRONIN, A. How Terrorism Ends: Understanding the Decline and Demise of Terrorist 
Campaigns, page 139.
26 KEPEL, Gilles. The Jihad: Expansion and Decline of Islamism, page 37.
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The insurrection of the Free Officers

The first significant contact between the «Free Officers» and the Mus-
lim Brotherhood occurred in 194427, between Mahmud Labib, Al-Banna’s 
unofficial military advisor, and Gamal ‘Abd Nasser28. The Brotherhood had 
found out that there was a group of officers who were prepared to do 
anything for the Nation. Hassan Al-Banna attempted to link that group 
to the Brotherhood and invited Moheidin and Nasser to join the «special 
section»29.

When the Free Officers overthrew the old regime and took control of the 
State in July 1952, the Muslim Brotherhood found themselves facing a 
contradiction between their social base and their ideology. To begin with, 
they applauded the fact that the sons of the people had seized power and 
the dissolution of the political parties that had fragmented the community 
of believers. However, Nasser’s project was to come into conflict with the 
Muslim Brotherhood, because both were trying to win over the same base 
(the urban middle-low class) and were endeavouring to achieve unanimi-
ty in Egyptian society30.

Any hopes that the Free Officers would Islamise the New Constitution 
would soon prove to be illusory. A member of the Brotherhood’s «Special 
Apparatus» shot Nasser during a speech; Nasser, unscathed and unru-
ffled, emerged as a stoic hero31.

The new Persecution of the Brotherhood

One key moment for the development of terrorism is the consequence 
of the violent conflict between two apparently similar viewpoints, that of 
the Free Officers and the perspective of the Muslim Brotherhood. On 26th 
October 1954, a member of the Brotherhood’s «Special Apparatus» ope-
ned fire on Nasser while he was giving a radio speech in Alexandria; the 
whole country heard the gunshots. Nasser’s response was to dissolve the 
Brotherhood and detain thousands of its members32.

Subsequent investigations led to the execution of six leaders of the Bro-
therhood, on 9th December 1954, while some further hundreds people 
were imprisoned and tortured33. If the success of the Muslim Brother-
hood was due to its ability to bring together diverse social groups around 

27 Regardless of the contact with al-Sadat, who at that time was not a member of the 
Free Officers.
28 MITCHELL, Ibid., pages 96-7.
29 MOHEIDIN, K. Nasser, Myself and the Muslim Brotherhood.
30 KEPEL, G. Ibid.
31 LEIKEN, R. and BROOKE, S The Moderate Muslim Brotherhood, page 109.
32 KEPEL, G. Muslim Extremism in Egypt. The Prophet and Pharaoh, page 30.
33 MUNSON, Z. Op. Cit. page 489.
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its programme, the repression during the Nasser period radically chan-
ged the situation. The Islamist movement that rose from the ashes of the 
organisation that had been abolished, would be persecuted by a State 
towards which it felt great hostility and would be sidelined from society34.

Ten years after the mass arrests of Muslim Brotherhood members, Nas-
ser gave his approval to a general amnesty. However, just one year later, 
under the pretext of the security forces having uncovered a plot in which 
the Brotherhood was preparing a plan to assassinate Nasser and over-
throw the regime, it resumed the repression on the Brotherhood. Twen-
ty-seven members were arrested and three of the leaders condemned to 
death, Sayyid Qutb being one of those leaders35.

In-fights affecting the Muslim Brotherhood during the persecution by 
Gamal Abdel Nasser, 1954 to 1971

After Al-Banna was assassinated in 1949, the Brotherhood survived 
clandestinely, because the leaders of the internal factions buried their 
differences. When the Regime changed in July 1952, the Brotherhood 
re-emerged on the political scene with renewed force, conveying the im-
pression that it was a united and homogeneous organisation capable of 
becoming a real political force36.

However, the in-fighting between the new murshid [Spiritual Guide] and 
the «Special Section», then headed by Al-Sanadi, was a symptom of a 
major struggle in which power took precedence over influence, strategies 
and political convictions37. Although Al-Hudaybi managed to counteract 
the challenges from within organisation on several occasions, his support 
was weakened by the Manshiyya incident in 1954. Internal dissidence 
marked a prelude to a division and Gamal Abdel Nasser capitalised on 
this dissidence38.

The «1965 Organisation»

In 1957-58, a change in the political circumstances paved the way for a 
slight evolution in the Government’s policy towards the Muslim Brother-
hood, and the Government relaxed its repression policy. Some members 
of the Brotherhood sentenced to minor jail terms and those who had been 

34 KEPEL, G. Ibid page 39.
35 FARAH, N. Egypt’s Political Economy, page 110.
36 ZOLLNER, B. Prison Talk: The Muslim Brotherhood’s Internal Struggle During Gamal 
Abdel Nasser’s Persecution, 1954-1971.
37 MITCHELL, the Society of the Muslim Brotherhood, 118-25; Ramadán, al-Ijwan al- 
Muslimun,119; [ain]Abd al-Halim, al-Ijwan al-Muslimun, 3:189 -92, 201-2; Shadi, Sa-
fahat min al-Tarikh,101-4; [ain]Abbas al-Sisi, Qafilat fi al-Ijwan al-Muslimin, 2:138 -40.
38 ZOLLNER, B. Ibid.
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detained but never tried were freed. The murshid, Hassan Al-Hudaybi, 
was also reprieved because of his age and poor health39.Two questions 
lie behind this decision:

 − After the Suez Canal crisis, British presence in Egypt came to an 
end. Nasser emerged reinforced and recognised as a national and 
Arab hero.

 − Many of the Egyptians who supported the Muslim Brotherhood, did 
so because of its role in the resistance against the British. The mi-
ddle-low class gave their support to Nasser, and the Muslim Bro-
therhood was no longer seen as a threat40.

Ahmad ‘Abd al-Majid, one of the leaders of the group that was later to 
become known as «1965 Organisation», relates that as from 1957/58, 
two groups appeared independently, their leaders deciding to unify them 
in order to reorganise the Society41. The group was tried in 1965, and its 
members were accused of conspiring to overthrow the State system in 
power. Nasser was considered the main enemy, and although Qutb never 
directly accused Nasser or his regime of apostasy, his rejection of the 
current social and political system, legitimised the use of violent means 
to bring about a change42.

The division between opposing views within the Society was patent. A ra-
dical faction, followers of Sayyid Qutb’s train of thought, was opposed to 
the old-school fashion leadership, which remained faithful to Al-Hudaybi. 
Those who defended this radical faction, including Mustafa Shukri, broke 
away from the Brotherhood and refused to have any kind of alliance with 
their former brothers43.

In the words of Gilles Kepel:

«In 1965, Nasser faced serious problems both with his foreign policy 
and his domestic policy –with the fiasco of the expedition to Yemen and 
the extreme State´s bureaucracy, which devoured everything and who-
se only success laid in repeating itself – he let the «new conspiracy of 
the Muslim Brotherhood» to serve as an ideal scapegoat that enabled 
the leader to reunite the masses behind him».

The key ideologist in the radicalisation of the Islamist movements was 
Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966). Sayyid Qutb, the most influential theorist in 
political Islam in the Arab world, elevated Hassan Al-Banna’s ideas to a 
more sophisticated, ideological, intolerant and exclusivist level44 (SCOTT 

39 ZOLLNER, B. The Muslim Brotherhood: Hassan Al-Hudaybi and Ideology, page 39.
40 Ibid., pages 39-40.
41 ZOLLNER, B. The Muslim Brotherhood: Hassan Al-Hudaybi and Ideology, page 40.
42 ZOLLNER, B. Op. Cit.
43 Ibid.
44 SCOTT, R., An ‘official’ Islamic response to the Egyptian al-Jihad movement.
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2003). One of the foundations of Qutb’s thoughts is the criticism of the 
West and its yahiliyya (ignorant) life style. Another foundation on which 
Qutb’s thoughts are based is the Jihad. Denouncing or reporting some-
thing or someone for being an infidel, al-takfir, was crucial to the ideology 
of those inspired by the thoughts of Qutb.

The 1967 defeat and its consequences

Abul Futuh – one of the students who founded Gama’a al-Islamiyya, and 
would later abandon it, stated45:

«All of us considered ourselves to be sons of Gamal Abdel Nasser. Even 
if we were informed about the persecution of the Muslim Brotherhood 
and of the Communists, we saw him as our leader, a symbol of dignity 
and Egyptian nationalism…. I did not belong to any political group at 
that time. I did not feel the need, because I believed in Abdel-Nasser».

This belief was completely extirpated after the defeat in June 1967.

«It was an about-turn in the way we viewed Abdel Nasser. We did have 
to reconsider our opinion about him and his leadership». Going back to 
religion was the natural path to take for the Egyptians after the Army’s 
defeat.

After the 1967 military defeat, the region suffered from a sort of «ruptu-
re» or identity crisis and many Egyptians sought an answer in Islam. The 
Islamic groups argued that the Arabs had been defeated because they 
had lost their faith46. The defeat in 1967 in the Six-Day War was a mortal 
blow that led to the search for a new ideology in Egypt as a way out of 
humiliation47. The most dramatic aspect would be the religious interpre-
tation that Nasser himself expressed after the military defeat, in a speech 
delivered not long after the war:

Allah was trying to teach Egypt a lesson, to purify it so that a new society could 
be built up. The nation has to accept this defeat as its destiny. The nation knew 
that an Israeli attack was coming but was unable to prevent the defeat48.

Sadat and the third wave of Islamic activism

After Nasser died in 1970, Sadat took over as President and became heir 
to Nasser’s social, political and economic legacy – a legacy that Sadat 

45 ABDEL-LATIF, O. Abdel Moneim Abul Futuh: A different kind of syndicalism, Refor-
mulating the politics of dissent.
46 SCOTT, R., Op. Cit., page 40.
47 KAVLİ, Ö. Islamic Movements in the Middle East: Egypt as a Case Study.
48 Speech on the occasion of the anniversary of the Revolution: quoted in Derek Hop-
wood, Egypt: Politics and Society, 1945-1981 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1982), 97.
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later described as «deplorable». In 1971, he had firmly established his 
power base, once those loyal to Nasser had been removed. He then pro-
ceeded to embark upon the so-called «Corrective Revolution». Releasing 
prisoners who had been illegally detained, including the Muslim Brother-
hood, was a priority on Sadat’s corrective agenda49.

As from the 1970s, the relationship between the regime, the Muslim 
Brotherhood and other Islamic groups fluctuated between periods of 
coexistence, when these groups peacefully played out their role of cul-
tural and ideological mobilisation; and periods of conflict, when they 
attempted to dominate the regime and even replace it. The Theory 
of the Transition Crisis could be especially useful in explaining the 
importance of religiousness and the emergence of radical groups in 
Egypt50.

Sadat launched a war with limited military targets and a strictly political 
aim: to create the condition for putting an end to Arab-Israeli diplomatic 
stagnation, terrified by the thought of the USA entering the arena, resto-
ring the psychological balance in the Arab-Israeli equation, without which 
the concessions required by both parties would not have been possible. 
The change in domestic policy during the Sadat era was just as drama-
tic, with the adoption in 1974 of the policy known as Infitah (Opening the 
Doors)51.

Many Egyptians considered that the Camp David Agreements of 1978 
amounted to treachery, because they put the country’s interests before 
those of the arab brothers. In opposition to Nasserian polarisation (State - 
political Islam), Sadat supported both al-Azhar and the political Islamists, 
putting himself across as the «Pious President» and showing the cha-
racteristic prayer mark on his forehead. The 1971 Constitution declared 
Shari´a to be the main source of all legislation52.

The peace initiative was to embitter the good relations between the regi-
me and the conciliatory wing of the Islamist movement. Sadat imprisoned 
many of his critics in the wave of arrests that took place in September 
1981. Sadat, isolated and out of touch with his country, was unaware of 
the real force of the Islamic opposition groups. By the time he realised 
the potential danger in June 1981, it was too late and they had already 
become very powerful, with both an organisation infrastructure and a su-
pport base53.

49 KENNEY, J. Muslim Rebels: Kharijites and the Politics of Extremism in Egypt, page 124.
50 FARAH, N., Religious Strife in Egypt: Crisis and Ideological Conflict in the Seventies.
51 JABBER, P. Egypt’s Crisis, America’s Dilemma, pages 964-5.
52 SCOTT, R., Op. Cit., pages.40-1.
53 Ibid.
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The key figures in the radical movements in the 1970s came from the 
Muslim Brotherhood, and had been imprisoned in the 1960s, whereas the 
key figures in the 1990s had spent the 1980s in jail. Qutb’s ideas were to 
circulate among the Islamists in prison, and they adopted these ideas as 
their own after the harsh treatment they suffered in prison. A Takfiri or 
Qutbist tendency emerged within Islamist circles, the source of the main 
terrorist groups54.

All the Egyptian terrorist groups were by-products of the Muslim Bro-
therhood, whose ideological split at the end of the 1960s would prove 
to be a breeding ground, which was polarised by two factors: the ideas 
of Sayyid Qutb and political violence, with the imprisonments and tortu-
res that the Brotherhood was subjected to by the successive nationalist 
governments55.

Terrorist groups in Egypt

In my opinion, there are two particularly critical periods for Islamic terro-
rism in Egypt, and these coincide with what has come to be known as the 
waves of the 1970s and the waves of the 1990s, i.e. between 1974 and 81 
and between 1992 and 97, the latter prolonged into this century but in a 
different way56.

When he refers to violent Islamist activism in Egypt, Saad Eddin Ibrahim57 
distinguishes between two major categories: the anti-State and anti-Re-
gime activists on the one hand, and those hostile to society as a whole, on 
the other. Abou-El ela Mady5859 (El ELA MADY 2004) makes a more in-dep-
th classification, in which he divides the violent elements into three main 
groups:

 − The takfir and ‘utla groups (isolation). The idea of takfir (declaring 
the opposition moslems to be apostates), began midway through 
the 1970s with the group calling itself Gama’at al-Muslim, better 
known as Gama’at al-Takfir wal-Hijra, whose existence dates back 
to 1973. After this group, came the Qutbists, al-Tawaqquf wal-Ta-
bayyun and al-najun min al-Nar.

54 SÁNCHEZ DE ROJAS, E. Violent Islamism in Egypt. A Return Ticket.
55 NAWAZ, M. The Roots of Violent Islamist Extremism and Efforts to Counter it. London.
56 SÁNCHEZ DE ROJAS, E., Ibid.
57 IBRAHIM, S. Islamic Activism and Political Opposition in Egypt ,Op Cit page 61.
58 Based upon his own experience in al-Gama’at al Islamiyya and subsequently in the 
Muslim Brotherhood, from which he broke away again to establish the al-Wasat Party 
(Centre´s Party).
59 El ELA MADY, A. Violent Egyptian Islamist Groups. Historical Roots, Intellectual 
Foundations and Critical Self- Appraisals.
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 − The second group includes the jihadists, which started with the 
Majmu’at al-Faniyya commanded by Salah Sirriya, who attempted 
to storm the Technical Military Academy in April 1974. This group 
includes the subgroups of Yahya Hashin, the al-Jihad of Alawi Mus-
tafa and ‘Isam Al-Qamari, of Salim Al-Rahhal and Kamal Habib, 
and the one under Abd al-Salam Faraj 60 and ‘Abbud Al-Zamr, as 
well as the Tala’i al-Fath (Vanguard of the Conquest) commanded 
by Ayman Al-Zawahiri).

 − Third group: organisations associated with al-Gama’a (the Isla-
mic group) whose al-Sa’idi wing adopted the violent line, and in 
the 1980s established itself as a jihadist organisation under that 
same name. Its mufti was the blind sheikh Omar Abd al-Rahman, 
its emirs in al-Sa’id were Karam Zuhdi, Najih Ibrahim, ‘Asim Abd 
al-Majid, amongst others, and its armed wing (the group belonging 
to Tal’at Yansin, Safwat Abd al-Ghani, Mustafa Hanza, and the one 
under Rifa’i- Ahmad Taha).

Terrorism in the 1970s

The two most prominent militant Islamist organisations in the 1970s 
were the group Muhammad’s Youth (Shabab Muhammad), better known 
as the Technical Military Academy´s Group (Gama’at al-Fanniya al-‘Aska-
riya) and the Moslem Society (Gama’at al-Muslimin), better known as Ex-
communication and Emigration (Takfir wal-Hijra). Of these two, it was the 
Technical Military Academy´s group that drew the least public and official 
attention61. The two organisations adopted a radical ideology and embar-
ked on violent activities against the State. Their violence was limited to a 
few high-profile incidents however and both groups quickly succumbed 
to the State´s repression62.

Groups inspired by al-Takfir and al-’Uzla

The idea of Takfir first emerged in the prisons during the 1960, as a result 
of the cruel tortures and the difficult conditions that the prisoners of the 
Moslem Brotherhood had to experience. This led to some of those youths 
like Shukri Mustafa, to declare the torturers, the Civil Servants and socie-
ty in general to be infidels for tolerating this practice. They based them-
selves on some of Sayyid Qutb’s writings on the jahiliyya (the pre-Islamic 

60 This group is of special interest to our study owing to its relationship, albeit tempo-
rary, with the al-Sa’id branch of Gama’a Islamiyya, associated with the assassination of 
Anwar el-Sadat.
61 KENNEY, J. Op. Cit., page 125.
62 HAFEZ, M. Why Muslims Rebel: Repression and Resistance in the Islamic World, 
page 32.



Emilio Sánchez de Rojas Díaz

138

period), al-hakimiyya (aptitude to govern Moslems), and ‘uzla shu’uriyya 
(conscious isolation)63.

Shukri was to come into contact with the Muslim Brotherhood at the Uni-
versity of Assiut. He was arrested in 1965 for handing out pamphlets 
on the campus. Initially imprisoned in Tura, he was transferred to the 
concentration camp at Abu Zaba’al in 1967, where he observed how the 
young people deviated from the official line of Hudaybi, Shukri belonged 
to a faction in favour of total separation64. Released from prison in 1971 
as part of the Corrective Revolution, Mustafa returned to Assiut to com-
plete his education. The group’s activities attracted the attention of the 
local authorities and in 1973 several members were arrested65.

This activity finished after the kidnap and assassination in 1977 of Dr. 
Hassan Al-Dhahabi, a former Minister of Awqaf (religious affairs and en-
dowments)66. The case ended with the execution of Mustafa and four of 
the group’s leaders on 19th March 1978. A resolution from the military 
court (Number 6 in 1977) pronounced several sentences against some 
of those accused in the case. However, al-Takfir has left its legacy in the 
form of its Ideology, which takes Qubt’s ideas to the extreme. Al-Takfir 
Wa’l-Hijra had an extension in the group al-Najun min al-Nar (Survivors 
from Hell) in the1980s67.

Jihadist Groups

The Technical Military Academy´s Group

The day that symbolically marked the beginning of what Ibrahim calls 
the Third Wave of Islamic activism in Egypt, is 18th April 1974. On that 
day, a group of cadets together with their civilian comrades took control 
over the Technical Military Academy in Cairo, and got hold of its arsenal68. 
The Organisation al-Faniyya al-’Askariyya adopted the idea of Jihad as 
a means for overthrowing governing regimes by the use of force, given 
that they are infidels and must be removed. In 1974, a plan was devised 
to storm the Technical Military Academy and take all the arms, before 
attacking the Socialist Union Central Committee, where President Anwar 
Sadat was going to make a speech69.

63 El ELA MADY, A., Op. Cit.
64 KEPEL, G. Muslim Extremism in Egypt, pages 74-5.
65 KENNEY, J. Ibid, page 127.
66 El ELA MADY, A., Op. Cit.
67 Ibid.
68 IBRAHIM, S. The Changing Face of Egypt Islamic Activism, page 70.
69 Ibid.
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The plans –not very well prepared- were put into practice in April 1974, but 
failed at the first stage70. Sageman calculates that approximately a hundred 
members of the Islamic Liberation Army who burst into the Academy’s ar-
moury were killed71. Their leader Salih Siriyya and Karim Al-Anaduli – from 
the Technical Military Academy and number two in the plot – were condem-
ned to death, whereas most of the participants were found not guilty72. The 
Government found itself faced with an unexpected and sudden outbreak of 
Islamist violence, when it had just released the Islamists imprisoned during 
the Nasser era and the Islamist movement al-Gama’at al-Islamiyya was pre-
dominant on the university campuses, supported by the Authorities.

The Proto-Jihad groups

The Military Academy group evolved towards al-Jihad and after being dis-
mantled once again in 1977 came under the command of two Egyptians, 
Kamal Habib in Alexandria, and Abd al-Salam Faraj in Cairo, and the group 
Karam Zuhdi de Assiut was to join them. Abd al-Salam Faraj, who was the 
group’s first ideologist, provided greater depth to Qutb’s line of argument, 
in his pamphlet entitled «Jihad: the hiden duty» he declared himself expli-
citly in favour of terrorism and direct action. Faraj identified the Egyptian 
regime as the near enemy, to be the priority target over the far enemy (Is-
rael, the United States, the West), a doctrinal reasoning to justify the assas-
sination of Sadat, and this to be the climax of al-Jihad’s activity in Egypt73.

Between four and six groups merged in Cairo under the general leader-
ship of Mohamed Abd al-Salam Faraj. His book about the hiden duty, the 
Jihad, was to provide a common strategy, and the label that was sub-
sequently used to define them gave them the authority: Tanzim al-Jihad 
(the Jihad Organisation). Kamal Habib would appear to have had a major 
role procuring these groups to contact with each other. If there is one 
group, or to describe it more accurately an association of radical Islamist 
groups, that represents terrorism in Egypt, it is Tanzim al-Jihad, which 
starting out from the radicalisation of the Gama’at Islamiyya – Islamic 
groups – at the universities, before converging with other radical Islamic 
movement groups, managed to assassinate President Sadat.

The Gama’at

Originally, in the 70s, al-Gama’at al-Islamiyya, or the religious societies 
(al-Gama’at al-Diniyya) were supported by the State74. They concentra-

70 KENNEY, J. Op. Cit., page 126.
71 SAGEMAN, M. Understanding Terror Networks, page 28.
72 El ELA MADY, A. Ibid.
73 SCOTT, R., Op. Cit., page 45.
74 In Assiut and Asuan they were subsidised by the local governor.
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ted at Universities, operated independently and without any links with 
the Muslim Brotherhood, and were structured into families75. According 
to the leaders of left wing students, the ascent of the Islamic group on 
the campus was a political tool devised by Sadat that he could then use 
against the communists and other left-wing groups76.

About midway through the 1970s, al-Gama’a adopted revolutionary con-
cepts such as jahiliyya (the period of ignorance) and hakimilla (the sove-
reignty of God as opposed to the sovereignty of Man). These concepts are 
extracted from the book Milestones in the way by Sayyid Qutb77. The aim 
of Gama’a was to seize power in Egypt, so that it could then re-Islamise 
Egyptian society: Gama’a wants the law of the book, not a parliament that 
does not represent either God or the Sharia78.

An ideological division took place between the Gama’ats in Upper and 
Lower Egypt. The main difference lay in the interpretation of the hisbah 
– promoting goodness and forbidding wrongness – in the Upper Egypt, 
and the acceptance of the use of violence. The major division took place 
in 1978-79, when many of the student leaders in Lower Egypt announced 
their adhesion to the Brotherhood. In March 1978, the Gama’a of Upper 
Egypt was established in Assiut as a separate organisation with its own 
leader, Najb Ibrahin, Karam Zuhdi79 being one of its members.

The assassination of Anwar El Sadat

The period that preceded the assassination of Sadat in 1981, witnessed 
a rapid growth in jihadist groups. In 1979, the Moslem Brotherhood suc-
cessfully recruited active students in Lower Egypt, including Abdel Abu 
Al-Fotuh Moni’m, ‘Esam Al-’Eriyan and Ibrahim Al-Za’farani. However, se-
veral jihadist groups emerged: Abdel Salam Farag’s group, which was po-
pular in Boulaq, Nahia and Kerdasa, where Farag lived. The Zomor family 
was extremely powerful in the town of Nahia, in some outskirts of Cairo 
like Ein Shams, and in the Governorates of Lower Egypt such as Beheira.

The Sa’idi branch of al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya, a jihadist organisation made 
up of university students coming from the Gama’ats at the universities 
of Upper Egypt, such as Minia, Beni Suef, Suhaj, Assiut, Quena, Aswan, 
and some faculties in the University of Cairo. The group was led by Ka-
ram Zuhdi and included well-known figures such as Osama Hafez Salah 

75 MEIJER, R. Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong as a Principle of Social Action: 
The Case of the Jama’a al-Islamiyya.
76 ABDEL-LATIF, Omayma. Abdel Moneim Abul Futuh: A different kind of syndicalism, 
Reformulating the politics of dissent.
77 MEIJER, R. Ibid.
78 GOERZIG, C. and AL-HASHIMI, K. Change through Debate. Egypt’s Counterterrorism 
Strategy towards the Gamaa Islamia.
79 MEIJER, R. Ibid.
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Hashim, Tal’at Fou’ad Qassem Ibrahim Nageh ‘Esam Derbalah, Refa’i Taha 
and Hamdi Abdel Rahman. Two leaders from Upper Egypt who were we-
ll-known among the Islamists in the area broke this unity in Upper Egypt 
by joining the Moslem Brotherhood, namely Mohiyee Al-Deen ‘Eisa and 
Abu Al-Madi’Ela.

In 1980, Faraj arranged a meeting in Cairo with Karam Zuhdi and be-
tween the end of 1980 and the beginning of 1981, the groups directed 
by the two leaders joined forces under one single «Shura» and su-
pported the assassination of President Anwar el- Sadat. Abou-El ela 
Mady considers that the action was organised from start to finish by 
Lieutenant Khalid Al-Islambouli, an opinion that is not shared by other 
experts. After the assassination five people – Al-Islambouli, ‘Abd al-Ha-
mid, ‘Abd al-Salam Faraj, ‘Ata Tayil, and Husayn Abbas – were condem-
ned to death80.

According to Tal’at Fou’ad Qassem, who directed the Students’ Union in 
Minia, the main breeding ground of the Islamist movement, and later a 
founding member of the majlis al-Shura (governing body) of the organi-
sation as a whole, it was not the Islamic Jihad, but the al-Gama’a, that 
organised the assassination and recruited the assassin:

In 1981, the governing body of al-Gama’a recruited an artillery officer, 
Khalid Al-Islambouli, to carry out the decision to assassinate President 
Anwar Al-Sadat. Tal’at, who was Al-Islambouli’s superior within the 
al-Gama’a, had been arrested two weeks before the assassination and 
locked up in Tura Prison, but the security forces did not manage to find 
out about the assassination plans81.

However, Montasser el-Zayat, a well-known Islamist lawyer whose 
clients included, amongst others, Ayman Al-Zawahiri and the members of 
al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya, states: «Both the Jihad and Gama took part in the 
assassination of Sadat. What brought them together was revolutionary 
Islamic thought and opposition to the recognition of the regime as being 
Moslem in nature …».

The assassination of Anwar el-Sadat was carried out on 6th October 1981 
and marked a turning point in Islamic terrorism. After the assassination 
of Sadat, Karam Zuhdi decided to carry out the Assiut operation: attac-
ks on Police Departments 1 and 2 in Assiut, their supplies centre and 
the Security Directorate headquarters, amongst other targets. The con-
sequences were the assassination of 82 officers and policemen and the 

80 EL-MADY, A-.Violent Egyptian Islamist Groups. Historical Roots, Intellectual Founda-
tions, and Critical Self- Appraisals.
81 What Does the Gama’a Islamiyya Want? An Interview with Tal`at Fu’ad Qasim. Mu-
barak, Hisham, page 40.
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intervention of the Armed Forces to contain the insurrection and arrest 
its leaders.

Farag, Khaled Al-Islambouli –Sadat’s assassin- and other leaders were han-
ged and many others went to prison. The group survived but split when the 
faction from Assiutbroke away in 1984 to form the core of al-Gama´a al-Isla-
miyya. The remaining members of Jihad tried to assassinate political figures 
in 1990 and 1993 and even attempted to kill Mubarak in 1995, but the in-
ternal protagonism had passed on to another group, al-Gamaa al-Islameya82.

As from 1984 al-Jihad redirected itself to the international field under the 
leadership of Ayman Al-Zawahiri. Zawahiri was arrested in 1981 during 
the raids against the Jihad after the assassination of Sadat but was freed 
in 1984, after which he joined bin Laden and al-Qaeda. In February 1998, 
the Jihad officially signs with al-Qaeda, the creation of the World Islamic 
Front for the Jihad against Jews and Crusaders. The little that was left in 
Egypt was to be virtually dismantled.

Terrorism in the 1990s. The Second Generation of al-Gama´a al-
Islamiyya

After the assassination of President Al-Sadat, and Mubarak’s rise to power, 
to a large extent the 1980s would be a period of transition. Mubarak freed 
the prisoners that had not been directly involved in the assassination de 
Sadat, as had been given shorter prison terms. The group had splintered 
along geographical lines into al-Jihad in Cairo and the Nile Delta, on the 
one hand, and al-Gama’a in the suburbs of Cairo and in the Upper Egypt. As 
from midway through the 80s and particularly in the 90s, al-Gama´a al-Is-
lamiyya became the undisputed protagonist of terrorism in Egypt.

The radicalisation of the Sa’idis 1984-1999

Al-Gama´a al-Islamiyya achieved their highest profile between 1992 and 
1997. Around 90% of the actions against the State in the 80s and 90s 
came from the al-Gama’a group that broke away from the Muslim Bro-
therhood, when the latter stood at the elections in 1984 and 87, obtaining 
representation. There are crucial elements during this period:

 − The first generation of leaders remained in prison until 2003-6, but 
they keep their prestige and ability to influence intact;

 − A new leadership emerged, a second generation formed and radi-
calised by the torture they had suffered in prison;

 − Al-Gama’a expands and makes inroads into the poorest suburbs of 
Cairo with a Sa’idi majority; and

82 SÁNCHEZ DE ROJAS, E., Op. Cit.
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 − An ideological leap takes place: the group becomes more syste-
matic and through, advocating violence through the hisbah and 
the jihad.

Although its objective was still to form an Islamic State, it evolved towards 
becoming a highly-disciplined organisation, with an ideology and parami-
litary training by its members - an «army» to execute the hisbah83. As the-
re was no central authority in the southern universities, it regained con-
trol over them and especially Assiut University, managing through terror 
to increase the Islamic space under its control in Upper Egypt. By the end 
of the 1980s it dominated entire regions, such as the district of Dayrut84 
with 51 villages85 and had 150 mosques under its control86.

As from 1986, its relations with the State worsened. Its interpretation of 
hisbah, the expansion of its physical and moral space and its invasion of 
areas reserved for the State, increased the likelihood of confrontation, 
especially as from 1987, when after the attempted assassination of the 
then Minister of the Interior Hassan Abu Basha, he was replaced by Zaki 
Badr87. At the end of the 80s and beginning of the 90s, the State increased 
its repression against the opposition, thereby giving legitimacy to the vio-
lent actions of the Islamic groups. The bloodiest years were 1993, 1994 
and 1995, when violent incidents occurred on an almost daily basis88.

The Disengagement

We are using the term disengagement to refer to the complete process 
that gives rise to the final state in the life cycle of a terrorist organisation, 
when it stops committing acts of terrorism, but without renouncing its 
ultimate aim. De-radicalisation would be just one phase in this process89. 
The process of disengagement can be split into four steps:

 − Declarative Disengagement.
 − Behavioural Disengagement: ceasing of terrorist attacks90.
 − Organisational Disengagement. Dismantling the armed units.
 − De-radicalisation. It involves a change in the discourse and a de-

nouncement and de-legitimisation of the use of terrorism91.

83 MEIJER, R. Op. Cit.
84 Located in Upper Egypt, between Assiut and Minya.
85 MEIJER, R. Ibid.
86 HAFEZ, M. and WIKTOROWICZ, Q. Violence as Contention in the Egyptian Islamic 
Movement.
87 As a Minister of the Interior Zaki Badr began by prohibiting conferences, preaching 
in the mosques and firing on student demonstrations.
88 HAFEZ, M. and WIKTOROWICZ, Q. Ibid.
89 CLUBB, G. Re-evaluating the Disengagement Process: the Case of Fatah.
90 It could be a temporary ceasefire or a long-term commitment.
91 CLUBB, G. Ibid.
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The attacks on the Temple of Hatshepsut in Luxor on 18th November 
1997, which killed 70 and injured 24, was to be the last attack of this 
type to be perpetrated by al-Gama’a. After this, Gama’a embarked 
on an exhaustive disengagement, including de-radicalisation. In July 
1997, the largest armed Islamist movement in Egypt declares its in-
tention to cease to be violent, and as from 1999 Gama’a does not exe-
cute any terrorist attack anymore, supporting its new ideology with 
25 volumes about theology and ideology written by the historic lea-
ders –de-radicalisation- without any significant divisions occurring 
within the organisation –organisational disengagement. All in all, it 
was an exhaustive disengagement that affected more than 15,000 
militants92.

Furthermore, the de-radicalised groups interacted with other violent 
groups such as al-Jihad, playing a role in the partial disengagement 
of Jihad, and even in the activities of groups in other countries, brin-
ging about a «domino effect». According to Montasser Al-Zayyat, the 
lawyer of Gama’a, the decision to bring an end to armed activities 
was nurtured by one of the leaders of the group, Khaled Ibrahim, 
in 1996. Ibrahim felt that those who benefited from the spilling of 
Egyptian blood were Israel, the United States, and the West, i.e., the 
far enemy93.

Current situation of the conflict

Factors triggering the conflict

On Tuesday 25th January 2011, hundreds of thousands of Egyptians took 
to the streets demanding the immediate resignation of President Hos-
ni Mubarak. There were demonstrations in nearly all the major cities in 
Egypt, and these were not limited only to the least privileged classes. 
This revolution also took the Egyptians themselves by surprise, becau-
se it happened on an unprecedented scale and there had been no prior 
signs that such an event might occur94. Galal Amin95 a well-known Egyp-
tian economist and commentator, Professor at the American University 
in Cairo, described the beginning of the January 2011 Revolutions in the 
following way:

92 ASHOUR, O., De-radicalisation of Jihad? The impact of Egyptian Islamist Revisionist 
on al-Qaeda.
93 GOERZIG, C. and AL-HASHIMI, K. Op. Cit.
94 There were no obvious leaders, it was not directed either by religious fundamental-
ists or by a starving mass demanding cheaper food.
95 A well-known Egyptian economist and commentator, Professor at the American 
University of Cairo.
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In spite of the diversity of the group, the spark that triggered off the 
protests in al-Midan96 was provided by the young people. The political 
socialisation into the mass protests of youth groups took place through 
such organisations as Kefaya and the National Association for Change 
led by Mohamed El-Baradei. Nevertheless, disappointment later pus-
hed the young people to solve the problems themselves and they esta-
blished their own organisations, such as the April 6th Youth Movement, 
or We Are All Khalid Said97.

Hossam Tammam9899 recalls that not only al-Gama’a al-Islamiya but also 
the rest of the jihadist groups that had renounced violence, were calling 
for an end to the Revolution. Al-Gama’a al-Islamiya expressed its satis-
faction with Mubarak’s declared intention not to stand again for the Pre-
sidential Elections. The Muslim Brotherhood’s leadership had agreed to 
participate in the political dialogue, perhaps prompted by a wish to be 
legalised and be able to transfer the benefits of the Revolution to the po-
litical field.

The Armed Forces

The role played by the Egyptian Armed Forces (AF) is a question that has 
to be analysed, because they are a basic economic stakeholder in the 
country. The Egyptian «revolution» came to an end when the Supreme 
Council of the AF came to power, although undertaking not to remain in 
power for more than six months. Over the last six years the AF had wit-
nessed with certain apprehension the way in which Gamal Mubarak and 
other businessmen close to him were imposing their hegemony in banks 
and the media.

During the Egyptian Revolution, the AF were regarded as neutral pla-
yers, their role being essential when it came to preventing violence 
from escalating and police reprisals. Since the 1952 Revolution, the 
Army had been the backbone of the Egyptian regime. Power in Egypt 
was to develop until it had a structure whose power was split onto 
three poles:

(1)  The Army;
(2)  The Security Forces dependent upon the Ministry of the Interior, 

and
(3)  The political apparatus (Presidency and the party in power).

96 Another name for Tahrir Square.
97 AMIN, G., What is happening to Egyptians? Economist and political thinker Galal 
Amin talks to Shaden Shehab about Egypt’s political, economic and social dilemmas.
98 Former member of the Brotherhood and well-known expert in Islamic movements.
99 TAMMAM, H., Islamists and the Egyptian Revolution.
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Although the Army still held a privileged position, as from the end of the 
1970s it underwent a political and economic decline in benefit of the 
other two poles100.

After the 1973 war, the Camp David Agreements and the consolidation of 
the alliance with the United States, the likelihood of going to war against 
Israel decreased, while at the same time internal repression became ac-
centuated, amongst other causes, because of the widening gap in social 
inequality and the loss of consensus. The regime progressively increased 
the number of domestic security forces, to the detriment of the Army, 
whose size and influence were both reduced. After the liberalisation pro-
moted by Mubarak in the 1990s, Egypt went from being a «Military State» 
to being a «Police State»101.

The biggest blow to the Army’s position was the one planned by Gamal 
Mubarak, who was preparing a «transfer of assets» with the political and 
economic backing of the small yet influential group of corrupt super-capi-
talists that surrounded him, representing between 20-25 conglomerates 
belonging to his family, which had attained a highly-influential position 
in the regime’s political wing. The upshot of all this was a considerable 
speeding up of the predatory nature of the regime with its neo-liberal 
policies102.

All in all, during the first decade of the Millennium, the three trends that 
were present in the 1970s were consolidated, trends that were to bring 
the Mubarak Regime to its downfall in 2011:

1. The side-lining of the Army.
2. The strengthening of the security forces/Ministry of the Interior,
3. The State’s dependence upon a super-capitalist class to the detri-

ment of most of the population.

On this decadent state of affairs, the military took advantage of the 2011 
Revolution and of a temporary withdrawal of the security forces, in order 
to get rid of Mubarak and his partners, relying on the support of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood – history repeats itself – and restore the power trian-
gle once again. Without the intervention of the military forces, it is more 
than doubtful that the 2011 disturbances would have lasted long enough 
to bring about Mubarak’s downfall. The Muslim Brotherhood made clear 
from the outset, their unreserved acceptance of the «roadmap» set out 
by the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF)103, which proposed 
that the transition be reconducted through elections and legal reforms 

100 PIOPPI, D., Playing with Fire. The Muslim Brotherhood and the Egyptian Leviathan, 
page 52.
101 Ibid.
102 Ibid.
103 Supreme Council of the Armed Forces.
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instead of the more radical reforms that the demonstrators were deman-
ding in the streets104.

When the military took over power, they regarded the Brotherhood as a 
reliable and dependable ally that could help them to prevent the dismant-
ling of the power structure inherited from Mubarak and put an end to the 
insurrection of the people105. Yet the credibility of the AF declined rapidly 
as was observed by Tarek El-Zomor, one of the historic leaders of al-Ga-
ma’a al-Islamiyya, when he stated:

The Egyptians need to see a clear schedule that lets them know when 
the Armed Forces are going to relinquish power. Without this, the pro-
tests will go on day after day and Egypt will face chaos. There will be a 
street protest every day and the country will sink into unprecedented 
chaos106.

The Government of the Muslim Brotherhood

The Muslim Brotherhood’s view was brought together in the founding de-
claration of the Freedom & Justice Party, «in the spirit of the 25th January 
Revolution carried out by our great people and under the auspices of the 
courageous Egyptian Army», read as follows:

We also believe in the need to establish in the Constitution that Islam 
is the official religion of the State, that Arabic is the official language 
of the State and that the principles of the Islamic Sharia are the main 
source of the legislation and, thus, to establish the application of the 
Sharia in all walks of life, as it is the source of knowledge and divine 
mercy, and in response to the demands of the majority of the Egyptian 
people who believe that the Sharia is the best way of guaranteeing a 
reform of the conditions in our society that will lead it to happiness and 
progress, as well as guaranteeing the rights of our Christian brothers 
and their freedom to believe and to worship in accordance with their 
laws and regulations, as well as to safeguard their litigation through 
Christian laws and regulations in their private affaires ».

The Muslim Brotherhood reached the height of its power in the Parlia-
mentary Elections. However, the Muslim Brotherhood had lost much of 
its support from the people by the time the Presidential Elections were 
due. In the second round of the presidential election process, the choi-
ce was between Morsi and Safik, the latter being considered to be part 
of the previous regime. Morsi won, but by only a narrow margin (51% 
to 48,3%), and with the support of the secular left wing and the young 
liberals. Morsi was sworn in on 30th June 2012. It seemed clear that the-

104 PIOPPI, D., Op. Cit., page 54.
105 SHUKRALLAH, H., The decline and fall of the Muslim Brotherhood.
106 ABDEL-BAKY, M., Searching for one voice.



Emilio Sánchez de Rojas Díaz

148

re would be an agreement to share power between the military and the 
Muslim Brotherhood107.

The enemy of the regime for more than six decades had reached the 
height of power. Political Islam had managed to dominate Egypt, the 
largest and most populated country in the Arab world. Nevertheless, 
once it reached the summit, the Brotherhood was to become the tar-
get for increasing anger, because it failed to achieve the socioeco-
nomic targets that it had set for itself. Many sectors of society had 
serious doubts about the real aim of the Brotherhood. Millions of 
Egyptians suspected that the Brotherhood was working to Islami-
se both the State and society. In fact, Morsi’s Administration would 
try to fill all the State’s strategic institutions with members of the 
Brotherhood108.

Morsi was behaving as if he had reached power on a massive wave of 
support from the people. But Morsi was eighth in the hierarchical line 
within the Moslem Brotherhood, and he had to obey the orders of his se-
ven superiors, in view of the strict and inviolable code of obedience in the 
Moslem Brotherhood109. Mohamed Morsi tried to consolidate his powers 
from the outset110, as did other Presidents before him.

It began with the AF, when he replaced the powerful Tantawi with a weak 
and pious Al-Sisi, intending to facilitate the process of infiltrating the 
Muslim Brotherhood into the AF, the authentic «Deep State». This showed 
a lack of knowledge of the opaque AF, Tantawi had lost touch for a long 
time, and Al-Sisi represented a new generation of strong men committed 
to the spirit of the First Republic. A narrative appeared – as happened 
earlier in 1952 – opposed to the Islamist narrative, laid on the founda-
tions of the First Republic111.

The exclusive process of drafting and ratifying the Constitution on De-
cember 2012 was to confirm the worst fears112. The political analyst 
Emad Gad113 maintained that

«The liberal forces must stand up to the radical Islamists who want 
to write a religious constitution, undermining the equality of sexes, 
preserving the pharaonic powers of the President and imposing their 
coactive domination under the pretext of applying the Islamic Sharia 

107 SHUKRALLAH, H., Ibid.
108 OSMAN, T., Egyptian Dreams.
109 HASSAN, A., Rectifying the Revolution.
110 EL-DIN, G., Consecrating the Pharaoh.
111 OSMAN, T., Ibid.
112 Ibid.
113 Former Member of Parliament and researcher at the Al-Ahram Political and Stra-
tegic Studies Centre.
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[…] Islamists are in a hurry to impose their medieval constitution and 
our fight is to prevent this from happening»114.

Although in the opinion of Abul-Ela Madi115 , the Constitution project that 
might appear extreme to non-Islamists, was considered insufficient for 
some Islamists in the Constituent Assembly.

The start of the Conflict

The «Deep State» strikes back

In view of the volatile nature of the situation, a little-known group called 
Tamarrod (meaning «rebellion» in Arabic), started collecting signatures 
to demand new elections. The campaign launched by Tamarrod attracted 
young activists from opposition parties that had voted for Morsi, as well 
as ordinary citizens angered by the deterioration of the economic and 
security situation. They were joined by businessmen and influential re-
ligious figures, both Moslem and Christian. The mobilisation reached its 
climax on 30th June when, in view of the scale of the protests, the Army 
mobilised, giving the President a 48-hour ultimatum to comply with the 
people’s demands116.

On 3rd July, the Army intervened, suspended the Constitution and detai-
ned the President, relieving him of his duties. That very same day, Ge-
neral Al-Sisi announced a «roadmap», which was supported by Shiekh 
Al-Azhar Ahmed el-Tayyeb, the coptic Pope Tawadros II, the leaders of 
the National Salvation Front and the Salafist party al-Nour. Initially, the 
Egyptian regime seemed perfectly capable of rebuilding its authoritarian 
structures, while at the same time, with the support of the security forces, 
it would get rid of the only organised political force capable of reforming 
the State.

Overthrow of Morsi and new presidential elections

Morsi’s popularity had plummeted, in just a few months he had lost more 
than half his electoral base117. Tarek Osman118, is of the opinion that the 
main powers in political Islam in Egypt had sensed the 2011 unrest as a 
«tsunami» that would wash away the existing political order. However, 
the new generation in the Army believed that what the broadest social 

114 EL-DIN, G., Skating on thin ice.
115 Moderate Islamist and President of the Wasat Party.
116 PIOPPI, D., Op. Cit., page 56.
117 SHUKRALLAH, H., Op. Cit.
118 The author of the book «Egypt at the cliff edge: from Nasser to Mubarak».
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sectors in the country were demanding was not the demolition of the 
power structure that had controlled Egypt since 1952, but its reform119.

In his first televised interview, Al-Sisi120 disclosed his future actions, if 
he were elected President: as far as comparisons with President Nasser 
were concerned, he stated «I wish I was like Nasser, Nasser was not just 
a wall portrait for Egyptians, but a photo and a voice carved in their hearts 
». And, about whether the people would vote for him after his promise to 
put an end to the Moslem Brotherhood as a group, he replied, «Yes, exact-
ly», but it was not only up to him, «all Egyptians do reject reconciliation 
with the Brotherhood».

Towards a New Republic?

After a clear election victory, Al-Sisi was sworn in without committing 
himself to a specific programme. Dina Ezzat121 considers that Al-Sisi did 
not commit himself to any programme during his presidential campaign 
because, instead, he applied what the political thinker Mohamed Hassa-
nein Heikal described as «the clear mission to deal with the serious crisis 
that the country was facing ». However, although nearly all the political 
and social groups agreed that the country was facing a crisis, the solu-
tions proposed to resolve it varied from one group to another122.

As some groups called for an immediate economic stimulus and greater 
attention to security, arguing that it was essential to put an end to the cu-
rrent chaotic situation, other groups believed that the key requirement was 
a rapid end to the social unrest that began on the eve of the second round of 
the Presidential Elections in 2012, with the dilemma of choosing between 
Ahmed Shafik, Mubarak’s Prime Minister during the 25th January Revolu-
tion, and the Moslem Brotherhood’s candidate, Mohamed Morsi123.

Although he admitted the association that some had made between him 
and the ex-President Gamal Abdel-Nasser, Al-Sisi was careful not to exa-
ggerate the hope of initiating a new Republic with the launching of his Go-
vernment. For those with an optimistic outlook, Al-Sisi would bring a new 
Republic where the citizens’ common standards would prevail and the 
Rule of Law would be applied. However, for pessimists, Al-Sisi, after ha-
ving been Head of Military Intelligence and a member of the SCAF during 
Mubarak’s last months in power, will open a new phase of Mubarak-style 
government124.

119 OSMAN, Op. Cit.
120 AL-SISI, A., Abdel-Fattah Al-Sisi gives first ever TV interview.
121 EZZAT, D., Democracy at last?
122 Ibid.
123 EZZAT, D., Op. Cit.
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We do not have a crystal ball, but in view of past experience, the Mus-
lim Brotherhood will need another decade, a change of leadership and a 
thorough revision if they are to win back the popularity that they enjoyed 
before the Qutbist hard line led by Mohamed Badia burst onto the scene, 
treacherously and under cover of darkness, in December 2009.

The Muslim Brotherhood against the «Deep State»

Between 2013 and 2015 there has been an unprecedented level of con-
frontation, the possibilities of an agreement between the Muslim Brother-
hood and the powers of the State being only slight. The violence perpe-
trated by jihadist groups on the Sinai Peninsula has been escalating from 
the deposing of Morsi until the present day. The Brotherhood states that 
it has no direct relationship with these attacks, but the regime blames 
Morsi and his tolerance of radical Islamic groups as being the cause of 
the current situation of violence.

The military regime has included the Brotherhood on the list of terrorist 
organisations, which politically and legally should not be underestimated 
for its consequences. The regime now controls the sources of financing 
and the political bases of the Brotherhood, and has embarked on a cam-
paign to control its religious activities, and although State intervention 
in religious spheres in Egypt is not new, the broad scope of the current 
policies and the regime’s aim of finishing off the Brotherhood are a major 
step in that direction125.

Since Al-Sisi was appointed President, he set himself a period of two years 
to solve the country’s security problems. Al-Sisi officially came to power 
on 8th June 2014, and although little more than one year has passed since 
then, security is still a growing challenge, especially on the Sinai Penin-
sula, where operations have recently been carried out against several 
terrorist groups on an unprecedented scale. The situation in the Nile Va-
lley is also causing concern, with actions as serious as the assassination 
of the State´s Attorney General in Cairo, after the death penalty against 
Morsi was confirmed. With respect to domestic and foreign affairs, Al-Si-
si’s Government has had a combination of success and failures.

The Domestic Front: Resurgence of militant Islamism in Egypt. 
Terrorism based on the Sinai Peninsula

Before 2004, the only terrorist attacks to have taken place on the Sinai 
Peninsula were directed against Israel and carried out by terrorists such 

125 EL-SHERIF, A., The Muslim Brotherhood and the Future of Political Islam in Egypt, 
page 5.
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as Suleiman Khater or Ayman Hassan - officers originally from the Nile 
Valley who had formerly served in the Sinai and had deserted from the 
Egyptian Army. Between 2004 and 2006, there were a series of attacks 
targeting Red Sea tourist centres, in the south of the Sinai Peninsula, cau-
sing at least 145 deaths. Terrorism reappeared in Egypt after seven years 
of relative calm since the tragic massacre in Luxor in 1997 and the sub-
sequent give-up to violence of al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya, by then the most 
active terrorist group in Egypt126.

Salafist principles and jihadist discourses were imported to the Sinai Pe-
ninsula from the Nile Valley. The Sinai Peninsula, which for a long time 
was isolated from the jihadist problem that plagued the continental part 
of Egypt, was now at the forefront of its reactivation. The first jihadists 
on the Sinai belonged to a host of different tribes settled in the al-Arish 
and Sheikh Zuwaid zone. School teachers trained on the continent and 
assigned to Sinai, took a radical ideology with them and indoctrinated the 
local inhabitants together with the children of natives that had crossed 
the Suez Canal to study in the universities127.

The first terrorist cell to be active in North Sinai was known as al-Tawhid 
wa-al-Jihad (Monotheism and Jihad). Three names stood out among its 
early leaders: Khaled Mosa’id, from the al-Sawarka tribe, Nasr Khamis 
el-Malahy and Salem Khedr el-Shanoub, who was to become the military 
commander of the group, training the members in the use of arms and 
instructing them how to make bombs. Recruitment was conducted from 
trusted family members along tribal lines. About one hundred members 
were available. Beyond Sinai, there was only one cell, in Ismailia, on the 
other side of the Canal128.

The group’s success was short-lived. The jihadists were crushed by the 
hard repression exerted by Mubarak’s regime. Khaled was assassinated 
in September 2005, Salem in November 2005, and Nasr in May 2006. The 
remaining members of al-Tawhid wa-al-Jihad, scattered and without any 
leadership, either hid or headed for Gaza. Relative calm reigned in the 
Peninsula for the next seven years, and there appeared to be a return to 
normality. The security collapse after the disturbances of 2011 amoun-
ted however to a unique opportunity for the Sinai jihadists, because it 
left a security vacuum in the Peninsula, which was used by certain tri-
bes, generally well-armed, that received a consignment of modern arms 
sent from Libya; at the same time the international jihadist networks and 
some individual Egyptian jihadists began to view the Peninsula with great 
interest129.

126 AWAD, M. and TADROS, S., Bay`a Remorse? Wilayat Sinai and the Nile Valley, page 2.
127 Ibid.
128 Ibid., pages 2-3.
129 AWAD, M. and TADROS, S. Op. Cit. page 4.
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Between 2011 and 2013, confusion was the order of the day, which 
led to the reappearance of jihadism on the Sinai Peninsula. At least 
a dozen groups claimed responsibility for terrorist attacks and 
a new group appeared every month. The new groups included the 
following: Mujahideen Shura Council in the Environs of Jerusalem, 
the Jihad Militants in the Sinai Peninsula, the Salah el-Din Brigades, 
the Umma Army, the Soldiers of Allah, Ansar al-Jihad, and Ansar 
al-Sharia. However, the real resurgence occurred with the arrival of 
Ansar Bayt Al-Maqdis (ABM), which achieved fame after the 2013 
Military coup, when it embarked on a Jihad against the State by way 
of revenge.

Jihadists never took to the Moslem Brotherhood, which they regarded as 
apostate because it took part in elections, but the fact that the Islamists 
had had a taste of power gave them a great opportunity to reconstruct 
their networks. As a result of the persecution of the Brotherhood and the 
Rabaa Massacre, they declared the Army and the Police to be apostate, 
and condemned them to death. To date, several armed groups have as-
sassinated about 700 members of the Security Forces throughout Egypt, 
at least 60% of these deaths taking place occurring in North Sinai, a level 
of violence greater than was inflicted by their jihadist predecessors in 
almost two decades of insurgency130.

The emergence of ABM on the continental part of Egypt dates back to 
2011, when a series of prison escapes and the pardons granted by the 
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces freed dozens of jihadists, including 
Mohamed Ali Afifi, originally from the continental part of Egypt and Emir 
of the ABM cells on the continent. According to the investigations carried 
out by the Office of the State Prosecution for Security, on the basis of the 
statements given by suspects, Afifi and three other jihadists agreed to de-
velop a branch of ABM in the Nile Valley, establishing a certain number of 
well divided cells supervised by Afifi. The aim of the network was to take 
the pressure off the jihadists on the Sinai Peninsula, attacking the Securi-
ty Forces when necessary providing safe houses and giving logistical and 
financial support for ABM’s operations131.

The dissolution of some of the security bodies after the 2011 Revolution 
had greatly weakened the Sinai police and security forces. Disgruntled 
individuals and Bedouin tribesmen set fire to police stations, and the se-
curity staff was pursued from isolated bases by armed Bedouins riding 
motorcycles and driving trucks. The police who were sent to Sinai – inclu-
ding those posted to el-Tor, Santa Catalina, Taba and Ras Sidr – went on 
strike for being forced to work in «inhuman and degrading» conditions, 

130 AWAD and TADROS, pages 3-4.
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and protested against the Government’s refusal to allow them access to 
arms in spite of the increasing number of attacks on police stations132.

For centuries, the strategic position of Sinai and its rugged and moun-
tainous terrain have proved to be ideal for smuggling goods across the 
Peninsula. The dissolution of some of the security bodies after the 2011 
Revolution gave the existing contraband networks greater opportunities 
for growth and the Salafist-Jihadist groups based on the Sinai Peninsula 
made the most of this. Most of the smuggled arms on the Sinai Peninsu-
la reach it from Libya, to the west, from the Gaza Strip, to the east, and 
from Sudan to the south. In Libya, two years after the fall of the leader 
Muammar Gaddafi, rebels have looted a large amount of arms deposited 
in unguarded stores133.

The military operations carried out against terrorist organisations are 
still under way. After the overthrow of the Moslem Brotherhood´s gover-
nment in June 2013 the confrontation intensified, but the ferocity increa-
sed when terrorist groups positioned on the Sinai Peninsula declared 
their loyalty to the Islamic State and founded the Sinai Province of the Is-
lamic State. What had hitherto been an exclusively domestic conflict with 
the Egyptian State could become an international Jihad134. It is vital that 
the Egyptian State be supported by the West to prevent the radicalisation 
of this new front.

The towns and mountains of North Sinai have become a new springboard 
for Islamic insurgence. Groups based in Sinai and difficult to locate are 
waging a war on the Egyptian Government after the overthrow of the 
Muslim Brotherhood´s Government and the subsequent repression. The 
targets for the attacks are the vital economic centres such as the tourist 
industry and the Suez Canal, military and police buildings, and even hi-
gh-ranking civil servants in the Ministry of the Interior135, 136.

The expert in Islamist groups Sameh Eid, regards Ansar Bayt Al-Maqdis 
as «the military wing of the Moslem Brotherhood», and states that Shater 
had threatened Sisi with «an escalation on the Sinai Peninsula and attac-
ks on the Egyptian Army»137. However, David Barnett138 is of the opinion 

132 ‘Egyptian police protest in Sinai, Cairo demanding weapons’, Ahram Online, 5 March 
2013, available at: http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/66160/Egypt/ 
Politics-/Egyptian-police-protestin-Sinai,-Cairo-demanding-.aspx.
133 ‘Libya: Missing Weapons Unsecured, UN Envoy Says’, Associated Press, 6th 
November 2011, available at: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/11/06/libya- 
missing-weapons_n_1078468.html.
134 ELEIBA, A., ‘Nothing to Celebrate’.
135 The minister himself, Mohamed Ibrahim, survived an assassination attempt on 5th 
September 2013 in the Cairo District of Nasser City.
136 MARROUSH, N. and RABIE, P., A return to the 1990s?
137 FARID, S., Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis: Egypt’s own al-Qaeda?
138 BARNETT, D., Can Egypt Handle Ansar Bayt al Maqdis?
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that «The evidence shown to date, in most cases, is weak», «the links 
between command and control that some Egyptian civil servants have 
suggested, have never been demonstrated. And if Ansar Bayt Al-Maqdis 
has some former members of the Muslim Brotherhood in its ranks, they 
are those who left the Brotherhood because they thought it was not tota-
lly committed to the jihad´s offensive».

A certain inspiration in the great historical movements can be detected. 
Ihab Youssef139 states that «the capacity of the police may be greater now 
than it was in the 1990s, but these days the terrorists have more advan-
ced techniques and abilities»140. In the decade prior to the 25th January 
2011 Revolution, Egypt had been blighted by the resurgence of small 
militant groups, who carried out important attacks on the Sinai Penin-
sula. One such group that stood out was al- Tawhid wa-al-Jihad, res-
ponsible for the terrorist attacks in Taba (2004), Sharm el-Sheikh (2005) 
and Dahab (2006), which left dozens of Egyptians and foreign tourists 
dead or injured. Nevertheless, the Mubarak regime, before it was over-
thrown in February 2011, had managed to weaken the group and render 
it inoperative141.

Since the fall of Mubarak, Ansar Bayt Al-Maqdis has been attracting the 
surviving militants who are seeking vengeance against the State. Althou-
gh there is no hard evidence to demonstrate that it has a direct connection 
with central al-Qaeda, the movement has adopted the al-Qaeda’s ideology 
and its operating tactics. As is the case with al-Tawhid wa-al-Jihad, Ansar 
Bayt Al-Maqdis considers Egyptian military and security installations to 
be legitimate targets142. Since 3rd July 2013, most of the terrorist attac-
ks on the Sinai Peninsula were carried out against the Egyptian Security 
Forces and their properties. Ansar Bayt Al-Maqdis claimed responsibility 
for a large number of these attacks143.

In August 2011, for example, the movement carried out an attack in the 
south of the Israeli city of Eilat, which caused the death of eight Israelis 
and five Egyptian soldiers. The group has also committed terrorist attac-
ks against the gas pipeline that runs from Sinai to Israel and Jordan144. 
After the overthrow of the Government of the Islamist President Moha-
med Morsi in July and the repression of the members and sympathisers 
of the Moslem Brotherhood, Ansar Beit Al-Maqdis moved the centre of 

139 A former officer responsible for the fight against terrorism in the Ministry of the 
Interior from 1980 to 1990, who is currently managing a security and risk consultancy 
and an NGO that promotes police reform.
140 MARROUSH, N. and RABIE, P., Ibid.
141 AL-ANANI, K., The Resurgence of Militant Islamists in Egypt.
142 Ibid.
143 BARNETT, D. New Ansar al Sharia in Egypt claims more than a dozen shooting 
attacks.
144 AL-ANANI, K., Ibid.
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gravity of his attacks from Israel to Egypt itself, and although the main 
base is in Sinai, it has expanded to Cairo and the Nile Delta145. The conflict 
in Syria and the political crisis in Egypt have created a breeding ground 
for recruiting new members and obtaining support from young Islamists, 
who feel increasingly alienated and disillusioned146.

The name Ansar Bayt Al-Maqdis has been linked to almost all the terro-
rist attacks that have plagued Egypt since the expulsion of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, including the attempt on the life of the Minister of the Inte-
rior, the bombarding of the National Security Headquarters in Mansou-
ra and Cairo, the shooting down of a military helicopter on the Sinai Pe-
ninsula, and, more recently, the assassination of a high-ranking security 
civil servant. The haste with which the group claims responsibility for 
each operation it undertakes and its commitment to keep on carrying out 
operations as part of what it calls «the battle to avenge the Moslems of 
Egypt» poses questions such as ... what its real aims are, how and where 
it has been originated, and what connections it has with DAESH, al-Qaeda, 
the Muslim Brotherhood, or any other militant and/or Islamist group147.

According to Naeim, Ansar Bayt Al-Maqdis is financed by the Muslim Bro-
therhood through an agreement with the Vice Supreme Guide of the Bro-
therhood Khairat Al-Shater, an agreement that was arranged by Moham-
mad Al-Zawahiri, the brother of the Leader of al-Qaeda; Hamas would 
also be part of the offer. Medhat Naguib, Leader of the al-Ahrar Party, ar-
gued that Shater’s objective in forming this militia was «to have available 
a power of deterrent against the State to guarantee continuity in power». 
The militants that received their pardon from the president when Morsi 
came to power148 would have played a major role in establishing Ansar 
Bayt Al-Maqdis group149.

Since the overthrow of Morsi in July 2013, terrorist attacks in Egypt have 
taken the lives of hundreds of members of the security forces. Althou-
gh Ansar Beit Al-Maqdis – now known as the Islamic State de Sinai – is 
behind most of the incidents against the Security Forces, much smaller 
militant groups have emerged, such as Popular Resistance and Revolu-
tionary Punishment. The Ansar Beit Al- Maqdis group, is accompanied by 
a host of groups that most times appear, commit an act of terrorism and 
disappear. Three more groups stand out among these: the Ansar al- Sha-
ria Brigades in Egypt, Ajnad Misr (Soldiers of Egypt) and al-Ziaab al-Mon-
fareda (Solitary Wolves).

145 MARROUSH, N. and RABIE, P. Op. Cit.
146 AL-ANANI, K., Ibid.
147 FARID, S., Op. Cit.
148 Morsi was accused of pardoning jihadist prisoners involved in the jihadist Groups 
in Egypt. The pardons granted by Morsi were cancelled in May 2014.
149 FARID, S, Op. Cit.
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The assassination of the General Prosecutor in Egypt

The assassination of the General Prosecutor, Hisham Barakat, was hi-
ghly significant for many reasons: because it occurred during a maxi-
mum security alert; because it was close to the 30th June Anniversary, 
which indicates the freedom of movement to act that certain terrorist 
groups enjoy; because it was a response to the threats made by a group 
of Ulemas close to the Muslim Brotherhood; and because it was aimed 
at the judicial power, the favourite target of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Security has since been strengthened around vital installations, public 
buildings and transport networks, as a precaution against potential te-
rrorist attacks.

The attack against the General Prosecutor is the second recent success-
ful terrorist action against the Judiciary. On 16th May, Ansar Beit Al-Maq-
dis claimed responsibility for the assassination of three judges and their 
chauffeur when they were travelling to al-Arish. On Sunday 17th a video 
of the attack was published entitled «the Extermination of the Judges». 
The video justified the assassinations on the grounds that the judges had 
«betrayed the agreement with God», when they ordered the release of 
ex-President Hosni Mubarak and pronounced death sentences en masse 
against the Islamists that were accused, while at the same time trying 
to distance themselves from the Muslim Brotherhood. The assassination 
of Barakat –which took place when there was a maximum alert against 
the threat of terrorist attacks–cast several aspersions upon the way the 
Security Forces operated, such as for example, how the perpetrators 
had access to the information about the route that Barakat’s convoy was 
going to take.

At the beginning of May 2015, three small bombs exploded near the 
home of Moataz Khafagi, a judge who had sentenced to death and gi-
ven long jail terms to the Islamists accused. In March, a small bomb 
exploded in front of the house belonging to Fathi Bayoumi, the judge 
who supervised the evidence concerning the corruption that Habib 
Al-Adli, Minister of the Interior in the Mubarak era, was accused of: 
a text was found near the bomb that said «a gift for the absolution of 
Al-Adli» scribbled on a wall close to where the explosive was deto-
nated. In January, a bomb placed near the home of Khaled Mahgoub, 
one of the judges in the case involving Morsi’s escape, damaged the 
windows and walls of his house.

The sentence against Morsi

Cairo Criminal Court issued a provisional sentence condemning Morsi 
to death, together with 105 of the others accused of the Wadi al-Na-
troun jailbreak. If this sentence is actually carried out it will probably 
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have far-reaching political repercussions150. On 16th June, after recei-
ving the non-binding report of the Grand Mufti151, Cairo Criminal Court 
confirmed the capital punishment penalty imposed on Mohamed Morsi 
in the case of the breakout from Wadi al-Natroun Prison: «The Court has 
unanimously decided that there is no cause for leniency or reasons for 
granting mercy to those accused ». They had been accused of «dama-
ging and setting fire to the prison buildings», «assassination», «attemp-
ted assassination», «looting the prison arms stores» and «freeing the 
prisoners»152.

Earlier that same day, in a different incident, popularly known as the 
«espionage case», Al-Shami had sentenced Morsi to life imprisonment 
for conspiring with a group of foreign groups, including Hamas. For the 
possibility of the sentence being confirmed, a statement was published 
signed by 150 experts, which referred to a possible change in the tac-
tics used by the Moslem Brotherhood’s supporters. The signatories, who 
belonged to organisations close to the Moslem Brotherhood, demanded 
«vengeance against all the governors, judges, officers, soldiers, muftis, 
journalists and politicians who had committed crimes or had incited peo-
ple to violate honour and to spill innocent blood …»153.

The current situation of the conflict is not the same on the Sinai Peninsula 
as it is in the Nile Valley. The position of terrorist groups, especially Ansar 
Beit Al-Maqdis that has now become the Sinai Province of the Islamic 
State, seems to stand firm in Sinai, whereas the decision to join Daesh 
has meant a loss of influence in Cairo and the Delta.

Counter-Terrorist Operations on the Sinai Peninsula

Since the 2011 Revolution, the Egyptian Army has put into practice three 
major anti-terrorist campaigns in North Sinai. The first campaign («Ope-
ration Eagle») at the end of 2011, after an attack across the frontier in 
which eight Israelis died (plus five Egyptian soldiers in the subsequent 
search); the second one, «Operation Sinai», was a reaction to an attack a 
year later in which 16 Egyptian soldiers died; the third campaign «Ope-
ration Desert Storm», was a response to an increase in the number of 
attacks since July 2013. The success of the operations is still a matter 
for debate: the Army, on several occasions, has issued statements to the 
effect that a large number of militants had been arrested or killed. Never-

150 EL-DIN, G., Beyond the judgement.
151 The Mufti, who has to be consulted in all cases that involve death penalty, has en-
dorsed the penalties for the crimes of haraba, an Islamic term that is applied to banditry 
and waging war against God and society.
152 Al-Ahram Weekly, ‘No room for leniency’.
153 Ibid.
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theless, the growing terrorist capacity in North Sinai, casts some doubts 
on the claims made by the military154.

Deterioration in the relations between the Government and the Sinai Be-
douins, rendered it impossible to restore stability on the Peninsula. The 
Bedouins, who amount to three-quarters of the population on the Sinai 
Peninsula, with a tribal system that controls most of the Peninsula´s te-
rritory and the contraband networks, decided to join forces with the mili-
tant groups, instead of fighting them155.

According to most of the observers and military experts, the Security 
Forces have managed to destroy the terrorists’ infrastructure over the 
last two years and Ansar Beit Al-Maqdis, the largest terrorist group, is 
now struggling to survive relying on support from abroad. However, other 
sources on Sinai state that Ansar Beit Al-Maqdis still holds control over 
a series of areas and is able to attract new recruits. The latter sources 
also point out that the Security Forces are facing serious problems when 
it comes to obtaining reliable intelligence information, even though they 
have established one unified command156.

Military forces in Egypt began a massive operation against armed extremists 
in the north of the Sinai Peninsula. It was called «Desert Storm», and was 
launched by the Egyptian Army in North Sinai on Saturday 20thJuly 2013 be-
ing originally planned to last for 48 hours. However, the militants attacked 
military targets for nearly five weeks, causing casualties among the soldiers, 
while at the same time preventing any open battle. The situation changed to 
the Army’s favour midway through August 2013, and a major offensive was 
launched against the terrorist cells. The search for terrorists had to be aban-
doned when they took refuge with their families. Difficulties were also found 
in combating arms-smuggling operations because the search led to a house 
in Rafah, where the tunnel entrance was in the house owner’s bedroom157.

The required change of strategy was first put into practice in Sheikh Zuweid 
which, together with Rafah, is a hotbed of terrorist activity in Sinai. The re-
gion has been transformed by the new tribal leaders into a mosaic of sphe-
res of influence. These new leaders emerged as a result of the 25th January 
Revolution, they are nouveau-riche thanks to the arms trade and goods tra-
fficking through the tunnels in Sinai and Gaza. They call themselves «In-
dependent Sheikhs» and flaunt their economic and political influence by 
constructing luxurious villas and by financing their own private militias158.

154 SABRY, M., ‘Sinai Attacks Cast Doubt on Egyptian Military’, Al-Monitor, 25th Septem-
ber 2012, available at: http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2012/al-monitor/
repeated-attacks-raise-questions.html.
155 DYER, E. and KESSLER, O. Terror in the Sinai.
156 ELEIBA, A., Op. Cit.
157 ELEIBA, A., Sinai: Point of no return.
158 Ibid.
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There is no doubt about the «understanding» that exists between the-
se new sheikhs and the terrorist groups emerging in the Sinai. In an in-
terview with the Al-Ahram Weekly, Ibrahim Al-Manei, the leader of the 
«independent Sheikhs» admitted that, «it was agreed there would be 
no confrontation with the Government unless the Government tried to 
confront [terrorist groups]. An agreement was reached during the times 
when the Moslem Brotherhood was governing, as a result of which there 
was an undertaking not to aim their arms against the Army but against 
Israel». Al-Manei made a curious estimation of the State’s military power. 
According to him «if the Souwarka tribe were to join forces with the Ta-
rabin tribe, they would be able to form an army that could take on the 
government»159.

Midway through May, the Bedouin tribes on the Sinai Peninsula took a 
major step in the fight against the terrorism and armed violence that 
had had Sinai in its grip since 28thJanuary 2011. This was the first time 
that such an initiative had taken place throughout that period160 (Okas-
ha 2015). The Sinai Tribes had attempted to remain neutral in the hope 
that they would not provoke the wrath of any terrorist organisation that 
assassinates the members of the tribe accused of cooperating with the 
security forces. It was a situation that could no longer be tolerated161.

General Hisham Al-Halabi, a military advisor at the Higher Nasser Mili-
tary Academy considered that:

«This war cannot be compared to the most recent generations of wars. The 
battlefield and the elements recruited were selected for a specific mission, 
which was to bring the Egyptian State and the Egyptian Army into confronta-
tion. That organisation, as has been made clear by the arms it uses, is equi-
pped with army weapons, as opposed to the conventional arms that can be 
found in the hands of other groups that operate in certain parts of the Nile 
Valley and the Delta, and their members are better organised and trained»162.

The role of the external stakeholders

Egypt’s Foreign Policy Objectives

The three main objectives of Egypt’s Foreign Policy since 30thJune have been:

 − To put across to the International Community, a correct and suita-
ble image of Egypt,

159 ELEIBA, A., Sinai: Point of no return, Op. Cit.
160 OKASHA, K., Questions for Sinai’s tribes.
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 − To restore Egypt’s role in the Arab world, in Africa, in the Medite-
rranean and in the International Community, placing special em-
phasis on matters concerning Egypt’s national security, and

 − To plot a broad platform for the country’s future foreign policy163.

Two years after the Revolution of 30th June 2013, these efforts appear to 
be bearing fruit, given that Egypt now has a more extensive network of 
relations with the world’s states based upon equality, respect and mutual 
interests. The way its relations have developed with the United States are 
of particular interest and these have had their ups and downs in these 
two years. In 2014, Obama stated that he did not regard Egypt as either an 
«ally» or an «enemy» of the United States; yet recently there were more 
positive indicators.

 − The decision of the United States Congress to continue to give mi-
litary aid to Egypt –a controversial matter in the past two years – 
has been considered a positive step.

 − Barack Obama’s decision to send 12 F-16 fighter jets to Egypt. The 
supply of fighter jets and other weapons to Egypt had been put on 
ice after the 30th June Revolution.

The Global Stakeholders

After the verbal attacks and the words that were initially used to describe 
Al-Sisi, the North American threats to withdraw their support, the Egyp-
tian visit to Russia to seek aid and the events in the last two years with 
the growing threat of Daesh to extend its Caliphate to other regions, the 
convergence of global stakeholders – especially the United States and 
the European Union – has gone from a clear opposition to a committed 
support to Al-Sisi’s regime: Egypt has become the bastion for maintaining 
stability in the Near East and prevent its descent into chaos, following the 
steps of Tunisia, Libya, Yemen, Iraq and Syria, would be a disaster for the 
already fragile Mediterranean security.

The United States

When the unrest began in 2011, it was in the strategic interest of the 
United States and its values to save the regime after it had been behea-
ded. The signs sent by Washington convinced the Egyptian Army that 
it could count on Washington’s support if it rose up against Mubarak. 
Hillary Clinton said to Obama when weighing what was happening in 
Egypt after the fall of Mubarak «this will probably have a successful 
outcome... but it will take 25 years». The dramatic change in the Middle 
East had not got under way and neither could it be stopped by the United 

163 EL-BEY, D., Two years after 30thJune.



Emilio Sánchez de Rojas Díaz

162

States, unless its aim was to imitate «King Canute» and try to turn back 
the tide164.

Ambassador Patterson devised a plan for close cooperation between the 
United States and the Muslim Brotherhood, when Morsi was President. 
The spokesman for the Pentagon, George Little, commented to journa-
lists: «We hope that President Morsi will make changes in the military 
leadership at some point»165. Shehata is of the opinion that «the history 
of US foreign policy shows that the United States prioritises its interests, 
even cooperating with its worst enemies to achieve its aims». The backing 
that the US gave to Morsi was seen by many, especially by the Christians, 
as a betrayal to their hopes for human rights: «it is necessary to pray God 
and not rely on the US». Political figures such as Farida Al-Naqqash166 of 
al-Tagammu Communist Party, considered that Morsi had become just 
another dictator because he concentrated the legislative and executive 
powers.

The United States were in favour of the Moslem Brotherhood. However, 
Congress’s recent refusal to officially receive a delegation of the Mos-
lem Brotherhood was another positive sign that the support given to 
it by the United States was on the wane. At the present time, it keeps 
its traditional dual approach based on favouring its interests, while su-
pporting the stability achieved by Al-Sisi and its confrontation with te-
rrorism. The aggressive editorials in the major US newspapers have 
also moderated their discourse, on realising that, if the US refused to 
lend support, Egypt would turn to other countries like China and Russia, 
and the USA would lose its last real stronghold – apart from Israel – in 
the Near East.

Russia

One of the reasons for the change in the policy towards Egypt was un-
doubtedly the alternative that Russia would mean to the US leadership, 
as a result of its strategy to pivoting to the Pacific. The results of the US 
foreign policy in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region could 
be described as discrete167. Russia was clearer in its support for the 30th 
June Revolution, and Egyptian-Russian relations have become closer 
over the past two years. The main field of cooperation is technical-mili-
tary, which includes the delivery of helicopters, aircraft and air defence 
systems. Cooperation in trade, energy and tourism is expected to increa-
se, and the same applies to investment in high-technology infrastructure.

164 MANSOUR, K. Dances on quick sands: The US and the Arab Spring (Part 7).
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Nowadays Russia is still a firm ally of Al-Sisi’s Egypt, and a stable alter-
native to the toing and froing of US and European Union foreign policies. 
Visits at the highest level are frequent, and relations are at their best 
since Nasser’s death in 1970.

European Union

Relations with Europe made progress after Al-Sisi’s visit to Germany. 
However Germany had taken a hostile attitude to Egypt after Morsi was 
ousted, yet Egypt is prepared to normalise its relations with a major Eu-
ropean State like Germany, and Germany wants to maintain good rela-
tions with Egypt, in view of the fundamental role that Cairo can play in the 
resolution of important questions in the Middle East, especially in Libya 
and Yemen.

Regional Stakeholders

Africa and the Nile Basin countries

Improving relations with Africa and especially with the Nile Basin States 
has been a priority. In its relations with the Nile Basin States, especially 
Ethiopia, Egypt has tried to favour a win-win situation, giving priority to 
measures for encouraging trust. Relations between Cairo and Addis Aba-
ba had been very tense because of the construction of the Renaissance 
Dam.

Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States

Relations with Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates have 
been stable over the last two years. The three States positively received 
the overthrow of Morsi and gave major financial support to Egypt after 
30thJune. However, cracks started to appear between Egypt and Saudi 
Arabia about the way to deal with the crises in Syria, Libya and Yemen, 
and about how to cope with Iran’s influence in the region. The King of Sau-
di Arabia’s potential role as a mediator is worth special attention:

Saudi Arabia’s role as mediator

After the death penalty was confirmed on Morsi, 334 Ulemas signed a de-
claration urging the King of Saudi Arabia, Salman Bin Abdel-Aziz, to take 
action to counteract «the injustice against the oppressed in Egypt before 
it is too late». In their appeal to the Saudi monarch, the Ulemas stated that 
the matter «is not an internal matter that only affects Egypt, but a general 
question that affects the entire Arab and Islamic nation168.

168 MAGED, A., Statements of intent.
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Some Saudi cablegrams that were filtered, made it possible not only to 
know that Saudi Arabia was hostile to the rise to power of the Muslim 
Brotherhood after the overthrow of Hosni Mubarak, but also the subse-
quent changes in Riad’s position after the coronation of King Salman. 
These days, many figures from the Moslem Brotherhood in exile look to 
the King as a potential mediator with Al-Sisi, and the only player able to 
negotiate an agreement and put an end to more than two years of repres-
sion against the Brotherhood. Documents reveal that Riad is showing in-
terest in the Brotherhood’s strongman Khairat Al-Shater. He is described 
as the genuine leader of the group, whereas the Supreme Guide of the 
Muslim Brotherhood is thought to be weak169.

Qatar

Qatar, a firm supporter of Morsi and the Moslem Brotherhood, was against 
him being deposed and tension has been on the increase since July 2013. 
Doha considers the Revolution that occurred on 30th June to be a «military 
coup» and opened its doors to the leaders of the Brotherhood who were 
on the wanted list, providing them with a media platform. This gave rise 
to deterioration in the relations between Egypt and Qatar. However, major 
progress was made when the deceased Saudi King Abdullah mediated 
between Cairo and Doha. The process was paralysed after the death of 
King Abdullah in January, but there were positive signs when Qatar ex-
pelled some of the prominent leaders of the Brotherhood from Doha in 
September last year.

Turkey

Turkey’s constant interference in Egypt’s domestic affairs makes an im-
provement in bilateral relations rather unfeasible. The relations between 
Cairo and Ankara rapidly deteriorated after Morsi was ousted. The Tur-
kish President, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, was openly opposed to the exclu-
sion of Morsi from power, described the 30thJune Revolution as a «coup 
d’état», and continued to criticise the Government after 30thJune, and has 
done so on numerous occasions up to the present time.

Conclusions and prospects

The solution to the conflict

Every conflict has a solution, and the solution may come from within, fa-
vouring a suitable climate and knowing the interests and values of each 
one of the parties; but at the moment it is highly unlikely – in spite of the 
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occasional direct or indirect contacts – that negotiations will be held. At 
the other end of the scale, a solution may be imposed by the international 
community. This option is even less likely, in view of the fact that compo-
nents of such an eventual international community keep hostile relations 
among each other.

The first requirement for the construction of a democratic order is the 
existence of a political consensus regarding a system of constitutional 
and legal values. This requisite is currently lacking in Egypt, regardless 
of where the blame lies. The only feasible exit is an assisted negotiation, 
counting on the mediation of a figure respected by both parties. Teheran, 
Doha and Ankara are ruled out for obvious reasons, so the King of Saudi 
Arabia would appear to be the only figure with sufficient influence to play 
such a role.

Mohamed Aboul-Fotouh, President of the Strong Egypt Party, ex-top civil 
servant for the Moslem Brotherhood and ex-candidate for the 2012 Pre-
sidential Elections, has recently proposed an initiative for finding a way 
out of the current political crisis in the country. Aboul-Fotouh’s proposal 
consists of two parts:

 − The first part is associated with rights and takes its inspiration 
from the concept of transitional justice. Most of the opposition 
parties and some of the Government supporters would give their 
approval to this part of the proposal.

 − In the second part, it is proposed that early Presidential Elections 
be held. The result of the electoral campaigns and the political mo-
bilisation in the context of the current state of division and tension 
would be an unmitigated civil conflict170.

The proposal would be rejected by the majority. The reality is that Egypt 
does not need early Presidential Elections and nobody in power or among 
the majority of the population is envisaging this idea. What Egypt needs is 
genuine Presidential Elections, with several candidates, and these should 
be held in three years time171.

As far as the counter terrorism fight is concerned, although mediation 
by the Saudi monarch cannot be ruled out, at present, the Egyptian Go-
vernment is not very receptive. The recently unleashed violence and its 
association with certain Moslem Brotherhood figures, Khairat Al-Shater 
is mentioned in particular, make it difficult to imagine a solution in the 
short term, so we will continue to be talking of the conflict in Egypt, a 
conflict that requires a very detailed study, which is beyond the bounds 
of this analysis.

170 AL-SHOBAKI, A., The Aboul-Fotouh Initiative.
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With respect to the Muslim Brotherhood, Ashraf El-Sherif, in his article 
«the Moslem Brotherhood and the future of Political Islam in Egypt», pro-
posed the following scenarios:

1. Total eradication by the new regime. The regime is still committed 
to eradicating the Brotherhood, even though it lacks the resources 
to do so. The Brotherhood is still facing a brutal repression from 
the regime, which includes arbitrary arrests, frozen assets, and 
violent confrontations.

2. Triumphant return. Thanks to the on-going protests, the regime 
becomes unstable and the people tend to become more sympathe-
tic to the Brotherhood, which returns triumphantly to the Egyptian 
political scene.

3. Reconciliation with the Regime. The Islamists and the regime ne-
gotiate a return to the political formula that prevailed with ex-Pre-
sident Hosni Mubarak, which involved the political inclusion of the 
Brotherhood within a certain regime, corrected with some changes.

4. Fragmentation into different factions. As proof of the fluidity and 
mobility of the Islamists and the Brotherhood, they split into two 
factions: the moderates, who see the conventional politics of the 
Brotherhood as being too conflictive, and the extremists, who 
view the current policy as being too dangerous and ideologically 
incorrect.

5. Reinvention, accompanied by a process of profound introspection. 
The organisation admits the failure of its protest and withdraws 
from political life, to spend its time focusing on an internal ideolo-
gical reinvention172.

Conclusions

Egypt has seen the birth of the non-Wahhabi Salafism, the political Islam, 
the violent Islam, and has achieved important historic results in the fight 
against terrorism, especially with the disengagement of its two historic 
terrorist groups, al-Jihad and al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya. The country is now 
involved in a large-scale military operation that could last for several 
years, and whose symbol of impotence is the security barrier that is be-
ing constructed around the city of al-Arish, to separate it from the rest of 
the Sinai Peninsula and control those who enter and leave more easily.

It is highly unlikely that terrorism in Egypt will cease in the short term, 
especially after the Presidential Elections, but in spite of the apparent 
failure of the Security Forces in the fight against the recent wave of terro-
rism, there are those who argue that the aforementioned flurry will lead 
to increased support for a strongman as President. «It does not matter 

172 EL-SHERIF, A. Op. Cit.
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how weak or incompetent the regime might be», thinks Ashraf Al-She-
rif, a political sciences lecturer at the American University in Cairo, «the 
more terrorism there is, the more the people are going to support the 
regime while it lasts, because they have no alternative»173.

For the military expert Hossam Sweilam, the terrorist organisations that 
have recently emerged in Egypt do not constitute a threat to the stability 
of the State. «Every small group of extremists is seeking to create an 
identity for itself in an attempt to receive funds from intelligence agencies 
and other organisations that sponsor terrorism» Sweilam believes that 
the series of victorious attacks against armed groups have enabled the 
Security Forces to regain control over the situation. The Minister of the 
Interior, Mohamed Ibrahim is adamant that terrorist activity has been in 
decline since the successful raids on terrorist cells throughout Egypt and 
that the current security plans will thwart any potential attack174.

Sinai had become a sort of Islamic Emirate after the 2011 Revolution, and 
as such was tolerated during the year when Morsi was President, to the 
extent that several thousand jihadist combatants were able to infiltrate 
the territory. The loss of control was a result of the limits to deployment 
imposed by the Camp David Agreements. Groups associated with al-Qae-
da dominate the terrorist situation in Sinai and have begun to make incur-
sions into Cairo and the Nile Delta, which is not the case in South Sa’idi, 
where the dynamics are different. This is consistent with the Egyptian 
Jihad tradition, which appeared in these very same zones before joining 
al-Qaeda.

The ousting of Morsi has brought about a major polarisation in the Egyp-
tian political and security situation. This state of affairs constitutes a 
breeding ground for radicalisation not only among the Islamists but also 
where the Army’s response is concerned, the latter now enjoying the su-
pport from an overwhelming majority of the general public. If the eco-
nomic and social policies of the new Government that comes into office 
after the Presidential Elections were to fail, this would be dramatic for the 
country and would give rise to a greater proliferation of violent groups.

Nevertheless, Egypt is regaining its central role in Arab world matters, to a 
certain extent moving away from the United States, which is very unpopu-
lar in the region, and resuming its traditional neutral role. Abdelfatah Al-Si-
si, the clear favourite in the Egyptian Presidential Elections after replacing 
the Islamist Mohamed Morsi, is perceived as the new Nasser, and what 
happens in Egypt will have an impact on the future of the entire Arab world.

The decision of Ansar Beit Al-Maqdis to swear loyalty to the «caliph» 
Al-Baghdadi, thereby turning it into one DAESH’s province (wilaya), will 

173 MARROUSH, N. and RABIE, P., Op. Cit.
174 MORSY, A., Security in hand.
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have possibly enabled it to strengthen its position on the Sinai Peninsula, 
but it has completely disappeared from the Nile Valley, especially in the 
Delta and Cairo, where the hardest militant Islamist nebula would be clo-
ser to al-Qaeda. This would amount to a failure for DAESH in its attempt 
to expand throughout Egypt. The stability of the Egyptian Government, 
and its ability to carry on with its effort in the fight against terrorism on 
the Sinai Peninsula, are of paramount importance for the Near East and 
the Arab world, because Egypt is the backbone of that Arab world.

The interests of the major powers converge, so in spite of the de-Ame-
ricanisation where foreign policy is concerned, with an increase in the 
importance of Russia and the European Union, the United States, after 
an erratic policy justified in the promotion of values, brought about by 
the Ambassador Paterson, will definitely support Al-Sisi, for it being es-
sential, in these times, to the northamerican interests in the region. Re-
gaining its African leadership and overcoming its disputes with Ethiopia 
in the Nile Valley are undoubtedly more feasible now than they were with 
the Morsi´s Government.

Geopolitical indicators

Basic Data

Surface Area in Km 2 1,001,450 

Estimated Population in July 2015 88,487,396  

Growth % 1.79

Urban Population % 43.1

Life Expectancy 73.7

Fertility Rate 2.83

Literacy Rate 73.8

Economic Data

Estimated GDP PPP in thousand million $ in 2014 286.4

GDP per capita $ 3,237

Agriculture (% of GDP) 14.6

Industry (% of GDP) 38.9
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Basic Data

Services (% of GDP) 46.5

Unemployment Rate % 4.5

Population below the poverty line % 26

Inflation % 4.1

Exports in thousand million 27.15

Imports in thousand million 55.26

Foreign Debt in thousand million 55.86

Defence Expenditure

% of GDP on Defence 1.67

Security & Development

Murders  x 100.000 inhabitants 3.14

Human Development Index 0.682

HDI World Ranking 110

Source: The CIA World Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/geos/eg.html.

Appendix

Main terrorist groups on the Sinai Peninsula

BREAKDOWN: SALAFI-JIHADIST MILITANT GROUPS
LINKED TO THE SINAI, 2010-2014

Group name Reported leadership/
prominent member(s)

Most commom 
attack type(s)

Most commom 
target type(s)

Most commom 
attack location(s)

Ansar Bayt 
al-Maqdis [Ansar 
Jerusalem] [ABM]

Ibrahim Aweida [de-
ceased]

Mohamed Ibrahim Freg 
[deceased]

Shadi al-Menaei; Kamal 
Allam

Bombings
Military; 

Security forces; 
Israel

North Sinai;
South Sinai; 
Cairo; Eilat; 

Israel
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BREAKDOWN: SALAFI-JIHADIST MILITANT GROUPS
LINKED TO THE SINAI, 2010-2014

Group name Reported leadership/
prominent member(s)

Most commom 
attack type(s)

Most commom 
target type(s)

Most commom 
attack location(s)

Tawhid Wal-Ji-
had in the Sinai 

Peninsula

Ahmed Hamdam Harb 
Malki [deceased]; Khaled 

Massaad Salem;
Hisham al-Saedni  

[deceased];
Abu Munir [deceased]

Shootings Police North Sinai

Al-Qaeda in the 
Sinai Peninsula 

[AQSP] and Ansar 
al-Jihad

Ramzi Mahmoud 
al-Mowafi Bombings Pipelines North Sinai

Muhammad Jamal 
Network [MJN] Muhammad Jamal N/A N/A N/A

Ajnad Misr Unknow Bombings Police Cairo

Mjahideen Shura 
Council in the Envi-
rons of Jerusalem 

[MSC]

Hisham al-Saedni 
[deceased]

Rocket 
attacks Israel Eilat; Israel

Army of Islam 
[Jaysh al-Islam] Mumtaz Dugmush Bombings; 

Ambush

Religious tar-
gets; Security 

forces

North Sinai; 
Alexandria

HJS Database, The Henry Jackson Society, 2014 (DYER and KESSLER 2014, 32).
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Chapter 
five

Saudi Arabia: pillars and challenges of the desert´s 
kingdom

José Antonio Albentosa Vidal

Abstract

Saudi Arabia is an essential piece in the complex jigsaw puzzle that 
makes up the tumultuous and chaotic region of the Middle East. It is a 
regional power, together with other important ones as Iran, Turkey, Egypt 
and Israel, that brings out the most diverse objectives and intentions, in 
some cases confluent between some of them and in other cases are to-
tally divergent, resulting in an incomprehensible game of interests. Add 
to this the presence of other external actors, some of them with the tra-
ditional and historical footprint on the area and of vital importance, such 
as the United States.

The modern Saudi Kingdom that we know today began to consolidate in 
the thirties of the last century, when the King founder of the dynasty of 
Saud succeeded in aligning the major tribes and clans around this fami-
ly, and forged an alliance with the religious power, represented by the 
Wahhabists, this being one of the basic pillars on which the regime rests, 
reinforcing and settling the legitimacy of the reigning house.

Other points of support, such as the huge oil production and its large re-
serves, are vital to the regime as they have enabled it to develop a rentier 
economic policy with the people and hence to maintain a stable social 
peace, as well as the «partenariat» it formed with the United States in 
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1945 in a deal that involved the exchange of a secure oil flow at a good 
price for the safety of a young kingdom besieged by external threats.

However, these pillars, very solid in themselves, can be undermined by a 
number of challenges, both internal and external, among which we can 
highlight the management of the balance between the different branches 
within the House of Saud, in order to ensure a succession process without 
tensions that could erode the legitimacy of the Royal Family; the pressure 
from reformist and Islamist currents allied to the Muslim Brotherhood, 
or the Shiite community settled in the area of the production of hydro-
carbons, on the East; and the growing threat of its great adversary in the 
area, Iran, who will use any window of opportunity that will be provided 
by the proxies actors serving to Tehran in order to undermine the regime 
in Riyadh, and the nearly failed state of Yemen, with the takeover of the 
power by the Houthi militia is a case in point, precisely at the gates of the 
southern border of the Kingdom.

King Salman and his political establishment will have to make an effort 
to bring the Kingdom to a good fruition combining conservatism with mo-
dernity, so that the pillars of the nation remain solid, but at the same time 
the Kingdom is fully incorporated and in good condition to a global world 
subject to continuous transformations.

Key Words

Yemen, Shiite Crescent, Iran, Houthis, Islamic State, al-Qaeda, the Saud, 
Oil.
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Introduction

Modern Saudi Arabia came into being in the 30s last century, when the 
founding King, Abdulaziz Ibn Saud, managed to establish the country that 
we now know under certain basics that give legitimacy to its power struc-
ture and that are mainly based upon an alliance between the House of 
Saud and the power of the clergy, in other words, between the State and 
religion.

At the time, King Saud established a marriage policy to channel towards 
the monarchy the loyalties of the various influential local tribes1. One of 
the most important unions took place, with Hassan Ahmad Al-Sudairi, 
giving rise to the most influential circle of power within the Family, the 
so-called «Sudairi Clan», which is composed of the seven children fruit of 
that marriage and their respective grandchildren and princes2.

Religious power was consolidated in the XVIII Century when Muhammad 
ibn Abd al-Wahhab, an Arab reformer and influential religious figure, 

1 COMINS, Jorge, «Basics of Power, exceptionalism and the question of succes-
sion in Saudi Arabia».http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_opinion/2014/
DIEEEO50-2014_ArabiaSaudi_JorgeComins.pdf
2 The current King Salman is the youngest of the seven «Sudairi Clan» children.

Image 1.The Saudi Kingdom, the most important country on the Arabian Peninsula, this la-
tter being composed of six monarchies and one single republic, Yemen, the poorest, most 

fragile, fragmented and conflictive country.
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founded the Wahhabi Movement, whose reference is the Sunni Hanbali 
School of Jurisprudence3.

On 23rd January King Abdullah died at the age of 90. He had been ruling 
the country since 2005, although de facto he had been in power since 
1995, in view of the fact that his predecessor, King Fahd4, had been inca-
pacitated since then owing to illness.

Abdullah was succeeded by the current King Salman, 79 years old and 
with symptoms of senile dementia, but who is making decisions that are 
bringing about unprecedented structural changes in the political esta-
blishment, and that could seriously jeopardise the stability and balance 
between the different branches that constitute the House of Saud.

The aim of the first section of this Chapter is to explain what the basic 
pillars are that support the Kingdom of the Desert´s current regime. First 
of all, the ones that aredomestic in nature, such as the alliance between 
the political elite and the Sunni Ulemas, who give great legitimacy to the 
King, as the protector of the sacred places5, and to all his large family, 
whose members occupy the main posts in the State structure at all le-
vels. Another pillar on which the nation lays is oil and its importance, 
which enables the State to project its political power abroad, as well as 
its religious power, mainly within the Moslem countries but also in other 
parts of the world, such as Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and the West, while 
at the same time it is vital for sustaining its rentier policy within its socie-
ty, which is kept on the margin from politics on the basis of subsidies and 
repressive measures, these under the auspices and guidance of Wahhabi 
clergy.

3 There are four Schools of Jurisprudence (Madhabs) or interpretations of the Koran in 
the Sunni Moslem world: Shafi’i, Hanafi, Maliki and Hanbali. The last of these is the most 
rigorous of the four and each one roughly corresponds to a specific geographical area. 
The Maliki, for example, is established in the Maghreb and the Hanbali on the Arabian 
Peninsula. This School became firmly rooted in IX and X Centuries and is based upon 
the idea that Islam is composed of a series of rules that govern the lives of the believ-
ers. The main author of the period and follower of this School was Ibn Taymiya, an Islam 
theologist, who promoted the theory of the Jihad and the implementation of Sharia Law. 
The Wahhabi Movement is based upon this author. At the University of al–Azhar, Cairo, 
Sunni reference centre, Yafari is also accepted as a fifth school, but it is one of the ram-
ifications of Shiism, and was founded by the sixth Imam, Yafar al-Sadiq.
4 King Fahd was the first of the seven brothers of the «Sudairi Clan», and ruled from 
1982 to 2005. However, in 1995 he had a heart attack and was unable to continue. 
Prince Abdullah, heir to the throne, took over his functions and acted as Regent.
5 The two sacred places to Islam lie in Saudi Arabia, the Blessed Mecca and the Blaz-
ing Medina. Mecca is the birthplace of Islam, and Medina is where the prophet is buried. 
The Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem (with the gilded rock dome), from where the prophet 
is supposed to have ascended to heaven, is the third sacred mosque. King Fahd was the 
first to adopt the official title of Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques as the expression of 
his deepest sense of responsibility through Islam.
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Secondly, a pillar of an external nature, the historic alliance with the Uni-
ted States, its maximum mentor and the guarantor of its security, which 
goes back to 1945, in spite of its vicissitudes, as is often the case among 
«partnerships».

After that, an attempt will be made to analyse the challenges that the cu-
rrent King has to face, and how the strength of these so essential pillars 
might be weakened, pillars that enable Saudi Arabia to carry on being 
one of the major stakeholders in such a complex, convulsive and unstable 
region as the Middle East, while at the same time continuing to play its 
role as main regulator of the oil market, which will carry on being of vital 
economic and energy importance to the world.

The primary challenge would be the succession issue, finding a succes-
sor from within the Royal Family, given that the King is old and in poor 
health, and it would appear to be the case that the new appointments to 
the key posts in the political stratum would suggest that there are certain 
tensions that could jeopardise the balance that has traditionally accom-
panied relations between the different branches of the House of Saud.

Image 2. The two holy places on Saudi territory, the sacred mosques at Mecca and Medina.

Image 3. The third sacred place of Islam, the Rock Dome Mosque, from which the prophet 
ascended to heaven. The photo on the right shows how one of the walls that supports the 

esplanade of the mosques, in the Sacred City of Jerusalem, is the «Wailing Wall», a sacred 
place for the Jewish community.
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Secondly, the challenge involved in monitoring and containing the moder-
nising Islamist tendencies close to the Muslim Brotherhood, as well as 
the reformers and liberalisers, still weak and under control, but whose 
evolution is difficult to predict, together with the always defiant Shiite 
community, basically living in the east of the country, just where the main 
oil installations are located, and therefore exposed to the influence from 
external Shiite foreign agents.

In the third place, the possible lowering of income as a result of changes 
affecting the oil market and an increase in the percentage of oil allocated to 
meet the rising domestic energy demand, and how this could gradually have 
an impact on the country’s rentier economic policy, with the potential social 
consequences that this could have upon a population that is constantly being 
repressed and watched, not only by the Security Forces but also by the reli-
gious police, the Mutawa, who has been exerting greater pressure in recent 
years. To all the above, it is necessary to add an education system restricted 
by the Wahhabi clergy, by entrusting the Ulemas with control over this sector 
that is so important to any society, which has brought about a major defi-
ciency in the teaching of secular subjects such as mathematics, physics and 
other sciences; this has led to a consolidation of the industrial and technolo-
gical sector’s dependence on better-trained foreign personnel. In this sense, 
it must also be pointed out that many of the workers in the country come 
from other countries, such as Pakistan, Egypt, Philippines, etc.

Another challenge that the Kingdom has to cope with is more external 
and more directly affecting its security, both within and beyond its fron-
tiers. That is the growing influence of its main competitor and adversary 
in the region, Iran, and how this is also accentuating the problem that has 
always existed on its southern border, in the form of the almost-failed 
state of Yemen.

This country, Yemen, has served as a base for the consolidation of al-Qae-
da’s main franchise, AQAP (Al-Qaeda for the Arabian Peninsula), which 
had to go into exile in this fragile State after being expelled from the King-
dom midway through the decade of 2000 by the Saudi Security Forces, 
helped by the CIA, after the wave of terrorist attacks perpetrated in 2003 
in the capital and other major cities6. A rise in the influence of the Moslem 
Brotherhood7, supported by nations that are also increasing their regio-

6 Saudi Arabia suffered a major wave of attacks perpetrated by Al-Qaeda in Spring 2003. 
The United States accused Riyadh of not having taken the required measures for preventing 
the terrorist attacks in which 30 people lost their lives and a further 120 were injured. Later, 
in November that year, another attack took place in the capital’s diplomatic district in which 
17 people died. http://elpais.com/diario/2003/05/15/portada/1052949627_850215.html. 
http://elpais.com/diario/2003/11/10/international/1068418802_850215.html.
7 The Moslem Brotherhood was founded in Egypt in 1928 by Hassan Al-Banna. It is 
a highly influential movement in the Sunni Moslem world that is struggling with the 
Wahhabis for supremacy in the Moslem community.
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nal power, mainly Turkey and Qatar, is also a source of friction in the reli-
gious and ideological sphere.

The aforementioned question also links in with the issue of Saudi rela-
tions with the United States, which, for a variety of reasons, do not seem 
to be going through their best moments. The US lukewarm response to 
the conflict in Syria, and its refusal to become involved more seriously in 
undermining Bashar Al-Assad’s regime in order to finally get rid of him. 
The Obama Administration’s interest in setting one of the most impor-
tant points in its legacy, in this case obtaining a good agreement between 
Iran and the P5+1, permitting the former to halt its nuclear programme 
and at the same time becoming a responsible stakeholder in the region, 
that can contribute to its stabilisation, ensuring that its proxies cease to 
constitute a challenge not only to regional security but also to security 
further afield. The transformation of an oil market that has traditionally 
been stabilised by conniving with the United States in favour of their own 
interests, but which is now being subject to major changes due to the fact 
that the great power has ultimately become a major contributor to the 
oil market as a result of the enormous production of unconventional hy-
drocarbons. And the support given by the US to maintaining a pro-Shiite 
Government in Baghdad, which serves to enhance «Shiite Crescent», and, 
thus, Iran’s power and influence in the region.

It is clear that the Saudi Kingdom is not going through its best moments, 
being subject to both domestic and foreign pressures, in spite of the fact 
that it still has a very healthy financial capacity thanks to the massive 
flow of the huge and almost only component of an economy that is scar-
cely diversified and reliant upon one single product, but one which still 
enables it to maintain its position as the main stabiliser of the oil market 
and to project its influence and power in the region, in the Sunni Moslem 
world and even further afield.

The future of this great nation will depend not only upon the way the 
political elite manages these challenges, but also upon the way its ex-
ternal backing is strengthened or weakened, and upon the way such a 
complex and chaotic region evolves, the country still facing a variety of 
dilemmas although determined to carry on being a major player in the 
religious-ideological, political and energy sphere.

The pillars of the enigmatic desert kingdom

Political – Religious Alliance and the Sauds as Protectors of the 
Holy Places

Saudi Arabia is not a theocracy; the Royal Family is the one that rules 
the country, the clergy does not, contrary to Iran, its main political and 
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strategic adversary, where the Ayatollahs have the last word in the ma-
jor decisions that affect both the domestic and foreign policies of the 
Islamic Republic8. However, the Sauds cannot govern without relying 
on the Wahhabi clergy, which is fruit of an alliance that was forged 250 
years ago, and which is one of the basic sources of the legitimacy of its 
Kingdom.

This alliance dates back to the XVIII Century, when in 1744 the «Nejd 
Agreement» was signed between the Wahhabis and Muhammad Ibn 
Saud, the leader of one of the major tribes, and ancestor of King Ab-
dulaziz Ibn Saud9. That union is what gives legitimacy to the Kingdom 
and is based on a mutual commitment not only to support each other 
but also to set a feedback relationship between religion and State, as 
long as activities are in keeping with strict application of the principles 
of Sharia Law.

King Abdulaziz reaffirmed the alliance when he seized Riyadh from ano-
ther important tribe, the Rachids, helped to do so by the political-religious 
movement of the «Ijuan»10, after which he extended his dominions until 
he forged the current modern Kingdom and established himself as pro-
tector of the holy places, Medina and Mecca.

Using Islamic religion as a means for legitimising the Kingdom is accom-
panied by the granting of considerable power to the Ulemas, and although 
these are subordinate to the Sauds, they are the ones who endorse the 
decisions that are made by the politicians, and, in addition, they constitute 
a threat to the continuity of the Royal Family11.

8 When the Islamic Revolution triumphed in Iran, a system was implemented known 
as «Velayat-e-Faqih», The Guardianship of the Islamic Jurists, a system of government 
directed by the Guardian of the Revolution (currently the cleric Sayed Ali Khamenei, 
descendent of the House of the Prophet and successor to Ayatollah Khomeini, the Fa-
ther of the Islamic Revolution), a jurist who is an expert in the Divine Law, who is the 
Supreme Head of State. This guardian of the government, el Faqih, has the qualities re-
quired to direct the Islamic Government and apply Sharia and the community must obey. 
Therefore, the political system in the Islamic Republic is based upon an Islamic-style 
Constitution and certain governing bodies that must ensure that religious principles are 
complied with. Although the executive power is currently enacted by the democratically 
elected President (Hassan Rohani, since August 2013), the Islamic clergy must first 
give their approval to any candidate who wishes to stand for election by the people. This 
type of theocratic government is inspired by the book written by Ayatollah Khomeini 
Velayat-e Faqih (also known as Islamic Government).
9 FUENTE Cobo, Ignacio, «Historical approach to the Jihadism phenomenon». http://
www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2015/DIEEEA28-2015_Evolucion_Jihad-
ismo_IFC.pdf.
10 The Ijuans, literally, Brothers (not to be confused with the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt, founded by Hassan Al-Banna in 1928). They helped Abdulaziz in the conquest of 
the territories, but later rebelled against the King’s power and his increasingly central-
ised system, as they felt sidelined from the circles of power.
11 ESPINOSA, Ángeles. «The Desert Kingdom, Saudi Arabia and its contradictions».
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The ideological base of many of the jihadist groups found throughout the 
Moslem countries are the postulates indicated by the Wahhabi movement, 
including to this effect the Islamic State (ISIS) itself, which shows certain 
similarities in the brutalities practiced on the populations that it has been 
conquering and the legal modes in the Kingdom12. This religious ideology 
is supported by the political elite and the finances of the Kingdom, and 
is constantly increasing its influence in the Moslem world, and beyond. 
However, this political-religious strategy has been turning against the 
Regime for quite some time, especially since it permitted Western forces 
to be deployed on its territory in 1991, while Operation «Desert Storm» 
was being carried out. One of the main aims of al-Qaeda, with its leader 
Osama Bin Laden at the head, was to overthrow the Saudi Royal Family, in 
spite of the fact that Wahhabism was still extending its tentacles.

In this sense, and taking all into consideration, it can be stated that the 
Kingdom’s position with respect to radical Islam is ambiguous to say the 
least, which has been a cause for reproach from the West, especially from 
the United States13, as a result of its failure to put a stop to the donations, 
both public and private, being made under cover to a wide range of terro-
rist organisations, and also its failure to adopt a more determined and 
committed attitude towards the global fight against radical terrorism.

Oil and the Social Contract between Governors and Governed

One does not have to be reminded how important the role of oil is in for-
ming the economic base for sustaining the Kingdom. It amounts to 80% 
of the State Budget and 90% of its exports, meaning that it is almost a 
country with a single-product economy with very little diversification.

The Kingdom, just like in the rest of the Gulf monarchies, has largely ba-
sed its social stability on distributing the wealth obtained from oil among 
the population, and this system became firmly established in the 60s last 
century when the income from oil exports grew sharply.

The financial resources that are obtained by the sale of crude oil have 
served to support a series of 5-year development plans that promote sa-
nitation, human, social and infrastructure projects. It was only as from 
2003, 2004 that there was a great increase in the budget resources as a 
consequence of the spectacular rise in the oil prices.

These development plans have enabled the Saudis to establish a rentier 
regime, a social contract, in which those governed enjoy a series of pri-

12 Public executions in Saudi Arabia are still frequent, in spite of the protests from 
Amnisty International and some civil organisations in the country.
13 It is significant that 15 of the 19 terrorists that took part in the September 11th 
attacks were originally from Saudi Arabia (and 2 from the UAE).
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vileges, in the form of scholarships, tax and levy exemptions, subsidies 
to purchase cheaper fuel, housing assistance, etc. The political establi-
shment finds this a very useful tool for silencing opposition voices that 
might emerge in a hardly organized civil society with little capacity to get 
itself heard, in a place where it is the State that monopolises politics and 
social life14.

However, one question that must be raised, is why the drop in oil pri-
ces since June 2014, when it was at about 100-110 $/barrel, to February 
this year, when the barrel fell below 50$, before eventually stabilising at 
around 60-70$.

The first reason has to be sought in the supply & demand market. 
Every year approximately 1 million surplus barrels per day have been 
produced, when at the present time about 90 million barrels a day are 
produced, of which 11 million are placed on the market by Saudi Ara-
bia, what amounts to 13% of world production. At the same time, the 
demand increased as the supply did, until a slowing down took place 
as a result of greater investment being made in renewable alternative 
energies, and due to a slowdown in growth in the countries responsi-
ble for this rise in demand, China and India, mainly the former, given 
that it is growing at an annual rate of only 7-7.5% (the lowest econo-
mic growth for 24 years), a substantial difference when compared to 
the GDP increases ranging from 10 to 12% just three years before and 
throughout the preceding two decades. Moreover, these causes were 
accentuated by the financial speculation that invariably occurs in this 
complex market.

Image 4. One of the most important infrastructure projects in the country at present is the 
Mecca – Medina High-Speed Rail Link (AVE), which has a major Spanish flavour, because 

several companies from Spain form part of the consortium commissioned to construct it. 

14 It was only in the 60s and 70s that Saudi Arabia fully joined the international oil 
market and there was an exponential increase in income, which made it possible to 
establish and consolidate this rentier economic system, based upon subsidies and eco-
nomic advantages of all kinds for the Saudi people.
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Another factor that must be added is the spectacular rise in the produc-
tion of oil in the United States thanks to the extraction of hydrocarbons 
using unconventional procedures, fracking15, concentrated mainly in the 
States of Texas and North Dakota and which has enabled the major power 
to become an exporter of hydrocarbons, more specifically, the second bi-
ggest oil producer in the world, second only to Saudi Arabia, although 
some sources claim that the USA is now the leading producer more than 
13 million barrels a day, especially if the combined production of oil and 
gas16 is considered. This energy vein has enabled the United States to 
considerably reduce its dependence on oil imports, thereby reinforcing 
the idea already launched by President Nixon when the oil crisis broke 
out in the 1970s, as a way of depending to a lesser extent on the major oil 
exporters. It must be pointed out that the development of this industry in 
recent years has had a lot to do with the USA’s recovery from the crisis17. 
In this sense, reference must also be made to the exploitation of bitumi-
nous sands in Canada, one of the main producing countries and the main 
exporter of oil to the United States.

This major drop in the price of hydrocarbons is having a decisive effect 
on the economic and financial situation of the producing countries, the 
most notable ones being Russia, Iran, Algeria, Nigeria or Venezuela, as 
it is causing a devaluation of their respective currencies, a reduction of 
their currency reserves, high inflation rates and public account deficits, 
which is having a considerable effect on geopolitics. Some of these coun-
tries are even thinking about resorting to the IMF, with the liabilities that 
correspond from doing so18.

15 Fracking, hydraulic fracturing, involves obtaining kerogen (kerogen is a mixture of 
organic chemical compounds present in sedimentary rocks) from inside shale rocks. 
This is done by boring into the ground, introducing the drill, at times, to a depth of 4,500 
metres, twisting it 90º, perforating the rock and injecting a water jet with chemical prod-
ucts and sand in order to release the kerogen, which then rises to the surface inside 
the drilling device. Once the kerogen has been extracted, it can be transformed into oil 
or gas, depending upon the type. In spite of the complaints from ecologist groups, that 
have reported cases of aquifer pollution and earthquakes caused by this activity, some 
States adapted their legislation bringing about a boom that has made a major contribu-
tion to the USA’s economic recovery.
16 EIA Beta, International Energy Data and Analisys: http://www.eia.gov/beta/
international/.
17 Industry increased contracting by 155% between 2003 and 2012, employing up to 
half a million workers; the 12 energy States created a quarter of the jobs nationwide 
after the recession. At the present time, fracking produces 43% of US oil and 67% of its 
natural gas, and has turned the country into the biggest combined gas and oil producer 
in the world. Petroleum now amounts to between 1 and 2% of the GDP. http://www.
elconfidencial.com/mundo/2015-06-22/estados-unidos-aprovecha-el-petroleo-bara-
to-para-reforzar-su-poder-global_891914/.
18 Iran is one of the main countries to be affected by the low-price oil, given that its 
economy, 45% dependent from the oil exports, is suffering economic sanctions from 
the West. This could explain why Iran is willing to sit around the negotiating table with 
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Furthermore, one must also wonder why Saudi Arabia has not reduced its 
production so that the price can be adjusted to approximately 80$/barrel, 
which is the optimum price to prevent the Kingdom from falling into defi-
cit and thus ensuring that its rentier economic policy will not be affected.

Once again, the reasons could be manifold. On the one hand, it may wish 
to carry on holding the monopoly over the control of the market, as it has 
been ever since the end of the Second World War, as well as being the 
main producer and influential stakeholder in the OPEC. Furthermore, if 
the price of oil is kept low, fracking is no longer as profitable, because 
this technique requires constant investments to open and close wells19, 
and this means that its ability to contribute to the supply is limited. And 
finally, albeit indirectly, it would damage other producers that not only 
compete on the energy market, but also in the geopolitical field, and men-
tion could be made in this sense to Iran, Saudi Arabia’s great adversary in 
the region, Iran, to one of the latter’s main backers, Russia, and to another 
actor, in this case the Islamic State (ISIS)20.

the United States, for the latter would be willing to alleviate the sanctions if Teheran 
agreed to limit its nuclear programme. Iran hopes to double its oil exports shortly after 
an agreement is signed with the six world powers.
On its part, the Russian economy is going to shrink by between 2.5 and 2.8% this year 
according to predictions from the Kremlin, given that, as is the case with Iran, the coun-
try is affected by sanctions over the Ukraine conflict and is approximately 50% depend-
ent on hydrocarbon exports. In the case of Venezuela, dependence on oil is as high as 
96%, and the sharp drop in prices has caused a major economic crisis where inflation 
broke the 500% barrier in May. There are many who say that this context, the expected 
regional decline of Caracas, the great sponsor of Castroism in the past decade, one of 
the factors that may have encouraged Cuba to initiate the thawing of relations with 
Washington last December.
19 The difference between extraction by fracking and by conventional means is that 
where the latter is concerned, when a pocket is discovered containing a certain number 
of millions of barrels of oil, or bcms if we are talking about natural gas, the explotation 
process goes ahead and can last several years. With fracking, when a well is opened 
to fracture the rock, this explotation usually lasts for around two years only, because 
the well is exhausted in about that time, so constant investment is required to open 
and close wells. This means that the price of oil has to be sufficiently reasonable to 
make this type of exploitations profitable and that the costs associated with those in-
vestments are lower than the income obtained by commercialising the hydrocarbons 
extracted.
20 One of ISIS’s main sources of financing is undoubtedly the black market sale of 
crude oil, specially via Turkey, these resources being extracted from the oil fields cap-
tured in the North of Syria and Iraq. This terrorist organisation has been selling oil at 
much lower prices than the official ones, so when the price was about 100$, this organ-
isation was selling it at 60-70$, obtaining considerable income, but now that the official 
price is around 60$, ISIS has to sell oil at much lower prices than it did at the beginning, 
which has meant a considerable decrease in its income, and, hence, a weakening of its 
capacity to administer the occupied territory and to expand it, because it is clear that 
Saudi Arabia fears that the Caliphate could reach and settle on its northern frontier, 
which cannot be ruled out.
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Should the agreement concerning Iran’s Nuclear Programme, between this 
country and the P5+1, be successful, sanctions will be lifted, either imme-
diately or progressively as Iran gradually complies with the instructions 
contained in the Agreement, one of the main bones of contention for achie-
ving this21. Therefore, a final agreement will mean that Iran will make a 
complete return to the gas and oil market, as well as to the international fi-
nancial system, and it must not be forgotten that this country was the third 
largest producer of gas and the fifth largest producer of oil before the im-
position in 2012 of sanctions against the Islamic Republic, which prohibited 
it from exporting its hydrocarbons to the West22. As a result, Iran’s complete 
reincorporation onto the market would lead to a considerable increase in 
the amount of oil on offer, which would help to contribute to keeping the 
prices down given that the market would still be saturated.

The Alliance with the United States, the external Pillar

Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy is largely based upon the alliance establi-
shed with the United States on 14thFebruary 1945, when the monarch, 
Abdellaziz Ibn Saud, founder of the Kingdom as has already been poin-
ted out, had an interview with President Franklin D. Roosevelt, on board 
the USS Quincy, at anchor near the Suez Canal, after having helped the 
American leader at the Yalta Summit, at the end of the Second World War, 
where the foundations were set for the world order in the post-war pe-
riod. This alliance has lasted a long time and is based upon solid common 
interests.

21 The two main points of disagreement that affect the signing of the agreement be-
tween the P5+1 and the Islamic Republic are: on the one hand, the conditions that limit 
uranium enrichment, what means the number of centrifuges, kinds, and storage ca-
pacity for uranium enriched to 20%, given that those are the conditions that could lead 
to the time required by Iran to produce nuclear weapons. On the other hand, the way 
of abolishing the economic sanctions; in this sense the International Community is in 
favour of a gradual lifting on the basis of how Iran complies with the conditions estab-
lished in the agreement, and Iran wants all the sanctions to be lifted immediately as 
soon as it has signed. This latter point is of great importance in view of the difficulties 
that the P5+1 would again face, if they had to reimpose sanctions because Iran had 
failed to comply with the agreement, as it was already very difficult to persuade Russia 
and China in 2012, to support the resolution reached at the meetings of the UNO Securi-
ty Council in which it was decided to increase the sanctions, besides, it would be almost 
impossible at this time to pass another resolution, because relations between the West 
and Russia have greatly deteriorated since then.
22 When those sanctions were imposed, Iran reduced its production from 2.5 to 1.4 
million barrels per day. It is almost certain that when the sanctions are lifted the coun-
try will resume production at the same level in only two months, or even reach 4 million 
barrels in a short period of time, however the new investments it would have to make 
to do this. DEZCALLAR, Jorge, «Iran, the Agreement and the Near East Geopolitics», 
FOREIGN POLICY MAY/JUNE 2015.
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Ibn Saud can rely on the super-power to protect the integrity of the na-
tion, which it did first of all in the 1940s against the Hashemite ambitions 
of Iraq and Jordan, then in the 1950s, against the ambitions of Nasser’s 
Egypt, and once again in the 1980s, for protection from the effects and 
threats arising from the triumph of the 1979Islamic Revolution in Iran. 
One of the most outstanding milestones in this relationship, and whe-
re the strength and soundness of this alliance became manifest was in 
1990, when more than half a million US soldiers were deployed in Ara-
bia after Saddam Hussein’s Army invasion of Kuwait. The Saudis have 
always been convinced that no other country can guarantee their security 
like the United States has traditionally done.

Yet the quid pro quo for the United States, and its great interest in Saudi 
Arabia, is mainly due to oil. Oil was first found in 1938, under the auspi-
ces of a US company, and in a few decades the Kingdom had become the 
main exporter of crude oil, and had also become the main guarantor of 
low-price supplies to the West. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia took on the 
irreplaceable role of being the only country capable, whenever necessary, 
of increasing or decreasing its contribution to the market by several mi-
llion barrels per day.

All in all, the alliance is based upon the principle of security in exchange 
for oil23. However, other factors have also shaped and consolidated this 
alliance, such as for example the role played by the Kingdom during the 
Cold War with its anti-Soviet stance, financing movements to undermine 
regimes backed by Moscow24, and Saudi support given to financing the 
USA’s successive deficits, or the connivance between the two to adjust oil 
prices and guarantee the satisfaction of US geopolitical interests in order 
to weaken the former USSR economically, thus helping to bring about its 
collapse25.

23 The military presence of the USA in the region increased sharply after the 1991 
Gulf War, when the USA deployed over half a million soldiers to defend the Kingdom 
from Saddam Hussein’s Army: the 5th Fleet Naval Forces Command is in Bahrein, the 
Advanced Command of the USCENTCOM in Doha, Qatar, air and naval bases in Kuwait, 
Oman and UAE, military agreements with the Saudis, etc.
24 Some examples worth mentioning are the UNITA guerilla force in Angola, fighting 
the Marxist-Leninist style Government, or the Contra in Nicaragua fighting the Sandinist 
Government of Daniel Ortega. Another even more well-known example was Afghani-
stan, where Saudi Arabia played a basic role in financing the aid that the USA chan-
nelled to the Mujahideen via ISI (Inter Services Intelligence) in Pakistan, who contribut-
ed to a large extent to the defeat of Moscow in this country during the 1980s.
25 In this respect, some analysts state that the USA exerted pressure on Saudi Arabia 
at the beginning of the Reagan Administration in 1983, to get the OPEC to increase their 
production and thus bring about the plunge of oil prices, which would lead to a sharp 
decline in the financial income of the USSR, already languishing and whose economy, 
just like present-days Russia’s, was heavily dependent on the export of its hydrocar-
bons. However, other analysts consider that it was the market, as is the case today, that 
was responsible for stabilising itself, in view of the fact that in the 1980s, the Kingdom 
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Although this alliance has had its vicissitudes, it has always been very so-
lid, yet since the New York and Washington terrorist attacks in 2001 and, 
above all, over the past few years, which is when the Middle East region 
has been drifting towards chaos, the relationship has shown considera-
ble signs of strain, and this could be irreversible. This will be dealt with 
in the next section.

Image 5. King Abdelaziz Bin Saud and the US President Franklin Roosevelt in February 
1945 clinching the historic alliance between the two countries on USS Quincy.

The challenges placed by king Salman

The succession question and the difficult balance within the House 
of Saud

Until the present time, the six kings who have ascended to the throne 
since the death of the founding King Abdulaziz in 1953, have all been his 
children, and thus belonging to the first generation26. The current King 

increased its production in order to preserve its share of the market, as a consequence 
of the contribution to the supply made by the newly-incorporated oil coming from the 
North Sea oil fields in Europe, the geopolitical effects on those days taking place im-
plicitly and indirectly, as is happening at the moment owing to the impact that the low 
prices are having on the public accounts in Iran, Russia or Venezuela.
26 King Saud (1953-1964), Faisal (1964-1975), Kjaled (1975-1982), Fahd (1982-2005), 
Abdullah (2005-2015) and Salman.
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Salman was heir to King Abdullah, and King Salman’s immediate suc-
cessor is Prince Muqrin, the last in the line of formal succession, the next 
one appointed in the chain being Prince Bin Nayef, belonging to the next 
generation, i.e. grandson of the founding King.

The previous King thus wanted to prevent any potential internal strug-
gles to establish the transfer of the crown to that second generation. This 
undoubtedly meant making some very important decisions during his 
mandate, in view of the fact that there was no explicit mechanism or re-
gulation for transferring power to the next generation of Princes and also 
because of the difficult balances that have to be kept within the extensive 
House of Saud, with its multiple branches. It must not be forgotten that 
the founding King had 22 wives and no less than 37 sons, although the 
exact number of descendants is unknown.

Image 6. The King who founded the dynasty, Abdelaziz Bin Saud (1876-1953) and King Ab-
dullah Bin Abdelaziz, who died on 13th January 2015, and was succeeded by the current 

King Salman Bin Abdelaziz.

The former Crown Prince Salman, the current King, the last of the sons in the 
most influential branch of the Saud Family, the «Sudairi Clan», has always 
held key posts and played major roles within the regime’s political establi-
shment. He was Governor of the capital Riyadh, an extremely important po-
sition given that most of the establishment live in this city, and could bear 
witness to the spectacular growth that it underwent going from 200,000 in-
habitants in 1963 to over 7 million today, apart from demonstrating great 
skill in performing his functions at the head of this outstanding post27.

He was appointed at the time by King Khaled (1975 – 1982) to channel 
the financial aid to the proxies of Riyadh, the Mujahedeen in Afghanistan, 
in their fight against the Soviet invaders in the 1980s, coordinating with 
the United States and the ISI (Intelligence Service) in Pakistan. He helped 
to recruit Saudi combatants to make them available to the Afghan leader 

27 BRONSON, Rachel, «Smooth Saudi Succession amid Rough Times», Council of Foreign Re-
lations: http://www.cfr.org/saudi-arabia/smooth-saudi-succession-amid-rough-times/
p36024.
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Abdul Rasul Sayyaf, mentor of Osama Bin Laden, and of one of the mas-
terminds behind the 11S terrorist attacks, Khaled Sheikh Mohammed28.

King Salman is making decisions that amount to a challenge to the 
always difficult balance between the different factions in the House of 
Saud. One significant example involved removing Prince Muqrin bin Ab-
dulaziz29 from being next in line to the throne as Crown Prince, despite 
Prince Muqrin being the last of the dynasty founder’s sons, and replacing 
him with the next in succession, Prince Muhammad bin Nayef, who is also 
the Minister of the Interior, and son of the fourth member of the «Clan of 
the Seven Sudairi»30.

Another controversial decision was the Decree passed on 30th April whe-
reby it was decided to leave without functions, the administrative body 
supporting Crown Prince, and put that body under the responsibility of 
the second in line to the throne, Prince Muhammad bin Salman, the King’s 
son precisely, who is also Head of the Crown Prince’s Court and has been 
appointed Minister of Defence and President of the new Economy and 
Development Council. It must also be pointed out that this Prince is one 
of the strictest political figures and one that is very much in line with 
the Wahhabi clergy who are most in favour of the strictest application of 
Sharia Law.

The type of measures adopted, which amount to unprecedented struc-
tural changes to the Establishment, mean that the King is diverting from 
the traditional standards of government in Saudi Arabia, in a blatant at-
tempt to increase and consolidate his power and that of his family branch 
through the second Crown Prince, his son, at the expense of the first heir 
Prince Bin Nayef, and this could mean that in the future he is replaced 
by bin Salman, like it happened recently with Prince Muqrin, as already 
explained in the preceding paragraph.

28 Statements from an ex official of the CIA, Bruce Riedel. SANDHYA, Jain, «Saudi Ara-
bia: King Salman faces the 21st Century». In this sense, reference must also be made 
to the observation from the journalist Gerald Posner in his book «Why America Slept» 
(Random House, 2003) about the ties of the son of King Salman, Ahmed Bin Salman 
(currently the Head of the Crown Prince’s Court) with al-Qaeda. http://www.tandfonline.
com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09700161.2015.1022318. King Fahd also made Salman respon-
sible for collecting funds for the Bosnian Moslems during the 1990s war.
29 Prince Muqrin bin Abdulaziz is the youngest son of the founder of the dynasty, King 
Abdulaziz. This Prince is questioned by the second generation of the family, i.e., by the 
grandsons of the founding king, because he is fruit of a relationship the king had with a 
half slave, but who managed to attain a privileged position appointed by him.
30 Nayef Bin Abdulaziz is the fourth child of the seven in the «Sudairi Clan». He was 
the Crown Prince from 2011 until he died at 78 in 2012. His son, Prince Muhammad bin 
Nayef, is the current Crown Prince and Minister of the Interior, and was the second in 
succession to the throne after Prince Muqrin until the latter was removed from the line 
by the current King Salman.
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It is well known that the strongman in the Kingdom at this moment in 
time is Bin Nayef, the champion in the counterterrorist strategy and the 
favourite of the US Administration, given that he is working tirelessly to 
improve relations that are on the wane. What is more, he is a very prag-
matic politician, who, in spite of his explicit declarations against Teheran, 
he is the one who maintains the communication ties not only with Iran, 
but also with the its proxies in the region, such as for example the Houthis 
in Yemen. All in all, he is the bastion that is going to give continuity to Sau-
di foreign policy and the decisive figure that is going to have a deciding 
effect on what the Kingdom is going to do in the Middle East in the future, 
in the short- and in the medium-term31.

Image 7. King Salman with King Felipe VI, during the funerals of King Abdullah.

The King however is not only manoeuvring to sideline those members of 
the family that do not belong to «The Sudairi Clan», he is even positioning 
his direct descendants above other members of the Clan. Another gestu-
re along these lines was to relieve Prince Bandar Bin Sultan of his post as 
Head of Saudi Intelligence. Bandar is one of the most important Princes, 
and is likewise a member of the «Suadairi». It would appear that he was 
replaced because of his controversial strategy in the Syria conflict32.

31 http://carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=57663.
32 Prince Bandar is a son of the 2nd of the seven Sudairis, Prince Sultan Bin Abdulaziz, 
who died in 2011 and held the post of Minister of Defence. Bandar was Ambassador to 
the USA from 1983-2005, i.e. with 4 US Presidents (Reagan, Bush Senior, Clinton and 
Bush Junior) and was highly influential in the lobbies in the United States. He was the 
great negotiator between the Saudi Kingdom and the USA when letting the latter deploy 
the coalition forces for Operation «Desert Storm» to expel Saddam Hussein’s Army 
from Kuwait in 1991. Furthermore, the US media accused the deposed Director of Saudi 
Intelligence of having equipped the Syrian opposition with chemical weapons in 2013, 
just before the attack on the Guta District of Damascus on 21st August 2013 that caused 
the death of 1,400 people and over 3,000 injured, Who carried out this attack was the 
subject of considerable controversy between the USA and its European allies, on the 
one hand, who accused Bashar al-Assad’s Government having perpetrated the attack, 
and Russia, who questioned this and was not going to allow a new Western intervention 
like the one that took place in Libya two years before.
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All foregoing points could mean an increase of the risk of jeopardising the 
stability of the Kingdom, because there would be an struggle for power 
in the heart of the Family, being quite possible that Bin Nayef and other 
factions exert pressure via the different lobbies to put an end to Salman´s 
reign. What might even take place is a confrontation between the forces 
loyal to the King and those who are loyal to the Ministry of the Interior, 
and thus loyal to the Crown Prince, together with those of the National 
Guard, which is led by Prince Mitab Bin Abdallah33, the son of the late King 
Abdullah.

It must be pointed out that the Kingdom’s stability is largely going to be 
based upon the loyalties of the forces in the different security bodies. In 
this respect, it is thought necessary to make a clarification about the Se-
curity Forces, which historically have been divided between the two most 
powerful factions. Since 1962, the Ministry of Defence has been under 
the control of «the Sudairi Clan», whereas the other major security body, 
the National Guard, has been dominated since 1963 by King Abdullah’s 
branch, and now, as has already been mentioned, by his son Mitab; this 
has been done to make sure there is always a balance in the heart of the 
extensive Royal Household.

The underlying problem in the heart of the Family is the internal struggle 
between these two large branches, «the Sudairi Clan» and the line des-
cending from the previous King Abdullah. This is undoubtedly an instabi-
lity factor that other stakeholders and opposition movements could take 
advantage of to undermine the House of Saud’s legitimacy and power. A 
stable succession will therefore be essential in order to face up to the 

Image 8. Prince Bandar, to the left, in a photo at the White House with President George W. 
Bush. It must be remembered that he was the Ambassador to the USA for 22 years from 

1983 to 2005.

3 3  h t t p : / / j a n e s . i h s . c o m / C u s t o m P a g e s / J a n e s / D i s p l a y s P a g e .
aspx?callingAppl=Alerts&E-M...05/05/2015.
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diverse challenges, both domestic and external, that the Kingdom has to 
cope with now and in the future.

The pressure from Reformists, Islamists and the Shiite Community

If one takes a limited look in retrospect, the Arab Springs, which began in 
2011, were events that had a major impact on a region that was already 
in a convulse, diverse and complex state, making the situation even more 
chaotic.

Practically all the Arab countries were affected by the unrest, but the pa-
ths down derived from the events differed greatly. First of all, we can 
refer to the change to a democratic system, the case of Tunisia, where 
thanks to the promotion of political consensus, and with great participa-
tion from the civilian population, it was possible to form a government 
of coalition, led by the Nidaa Tounes Party, and the conditions have been 
established to progress towards a consolidated constitutional system.

The second path consisted of a revolutionary process that was thwar-
ted by a counterrevolutionary one, to return the authoritarian regime that 
existed before the Arab Spring, which was the case with Egypt, where 
there was a return to a restrictive system dominated, once again, by the 
Army, an institution of great importance in that country.

The next case is civil conflict, which evolved into a failed State situation, 
as in the case of Libya, where the proliferation of armed militias, most of 
a jihadist nature, the fight over the energy resources and the territorial 
fragmentation make this country a scenario that is extremely complex, 
having a major impact not only on the security of the Mediterranean re-
gion, but also the extensive Sahel area. Mention must also be made of 
Syria, a breeding ground for jihadists, whose evolution is difficult to pre-
dict, with effects of major importance for the entire Middle East region, 
where ISIS started to gain strength, and where constant clashes are ta-
king place between the proxy actors on behalf of the various regional 
powers, mainly Iran, Turkey and Saudi Arabia, but also others like Qatar 
or the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and even the global powers, basically 
the USA. Yemen must be added to the list, where the process of transition 
initiated with the 2011 protests was thwarted by the rebellion of the Hou-
this, the separatist movements in the south, and the growing territorial 
domination of AQAP.

The fourth case concerns those countries that, to silence the social un-
rest, implemented a series of limited political reforms of a liberalising 
nature to a greater or lesser extent, depending on the country concer-
ned. However, none of these countries went as far as to establish the 
foundations that would make it possible to initiate a transition towards 
democracy. Examples of these States are Jordan and Mauritania, where 
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there were changes of an institutional kind; Morocco, which made politi-
cal reforms of a deeper nature that enabled an Islamist party, Justice and 
Development, to form a government, yet where the constitutional reforms 
undertaken are of limited importance as far as democracy is concerned; 
and to a lesser extent, Algeria and Oman, where the changes were politi-
cally superficial. In all the examples mentioned, the political liberalisation 
processes have failed to substantially change the authoritarian nature of 
their respective regimes.

And, finally, one thought must be given to the fifth path in the Arab unrest 
scenario, which is the one that is the subject of this article, the countries 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), and more specifically Saudi Arabia, 
which has also seen the longest-lasting protests in its recent history34, 
in which there was a demand for a parliamentary system by democra-
tic election, independent judicial bodies and the release of all political 
prisoners35.

Faced with such convulse events, a series of measures have been taken 
to reinforce the characteristic conservative trend to stagnation, where 
freedom and political debate have been restricted still further and, so, 
there are no indications whatsoever of processes of political change. In 
some States, there has even been a backward movement from the pro-
gress that was achieved in their respective liberalising process that was 
implemented before the revolts.

This policy pursued in these countries has also been possible for the aid 
provided by the rentier nature of their economies, which is one of the pi-
llars that supports these regimes, Particularly in the case of Saudi Arabia, 
where redistributive and repressive policies are applied likewise in order 
to guarantee both the stability of the political system in the Kingdoms 
and the continuity of the families that govern in those countries, without a 
sign of possible collapse as was explained in previous section. However, 
should their incomes begin to decrease due to oil exports dwindling and 
it is no longer possible to get support on this pillar, the protests from the 
population could easily return, and this might well shake the foundations 
of these regimes, in a way similar to the case in Bahrain in March 2011, 
when the Peninsula Shield Task Force36 had to intervene to come to the 

34 «The protests spread in Saudi Arabia», http://elpravda.blogspot.com.es/2013/01/
se-extienden-las-protestas-en-arabia.html.
35 According to the German Institute for International Affairs and Security, one of the 
Saudi leaders’ greatest fears is undoubtedly that the street protests by young people 
could get out of hand and go down a different path, like it did for example in Egypt. 
http://www.swp-berlin.org/en/publications/swp-research-papers/swp-research-pa-
per-detail/article/saudi_arabien_und_der_arabische_fruehling.html.
36 Peninsula Shield: Task Force created after a decision adopted by the GCC in 1984, 
prompted mainly by the unrest that occurred in the region after the triumph of the is-
lamic revolution in neighbouring iran, on the other side of the Gulf. At first it consisted of 
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aid of the reigning Al-Khalifa Sunni family, in a country where the popu-
lation is mainly Shiite.

Whereas the previous monarch, King Abdullah, gave clear signs of imple-
menting reforms in the country, Salman has opted for a stricter and more 
conservative approach and for continuity without changes in his rela-
tionship with the Ulemas, in fact he is protecting and promoting the most 
reactionary and radical clergy, such as Saleh bin Abdulaziz ash-Sheikh, 
appointed Minister of Religious Affairs. He has stood out because of his 
speeches against other religious beliefs, from Christians and Jews to Shi-
ites, the latter being the majority in the north-east part of the country, 
precisely where most of the hydrocarbons are, and in the south-western 
provinces (Jizan and Najran) which share frontiers with northern Yemen, 
where they have conserved traditional ties with the Houthis, who are in 
power in the Yemeni capital Sanaa since September 2014.

Another significant sign is the appointment of the Ulema, Nassrer Al-She-
thri, as advisor to the King’s Court, a far-reaching decision since it consti-
tutes a break from the modes of his predecessor, because this cleric had 
been removed from the Ulema High Council (the most important religious 
body) after he criticised King Abdullah for some of his liberalising ini-
tiatives, like proposing to change certain ways of acting of the Mutawa, 
known as the religious police by the Saudis. Salman has also retained 
Aziz Al-Sheikh as the Grand Mufti, this latter being famous for his de-
mand in 2012 to demolish all churches on the Arabian Peninsula. In addi-
tion, Ulema Muhamad Al-Eissa, the previous Minister of Justice and very 
close to the last King, has also been relieved from his post.

Reference must also be made to the eventual outcome of the case of Raif 
Badawi, the blogger and human rights activist in Saudi Arabia, who star-
ted a website for social and political debate in Saudi Arabia, and was ac-
cused of insulting Islam and thus condemned to 10 years in prison and 
1,000 lashes, a sentence that was ratified in January 2015 by the King-
dom´s High Court.

As a result, the image of the new King is conservative in contrast to his 
predecessor and half-brother King Abdullah, who endeavoured to intro-

around 10,000 soldiers to deter and react to any aggression to any of this organisation’s 
member countries, but its composition grew substantially as a result of its inability to 
react to the invasion of Kuwait by the Iraqi Army in 1991. It is stationed in Saudi Arabia, 
close to the frontier with Kuwait and Iraq. In 2011, and at the request of the Bahrein´s 
Royal Family, 10% of this Task Force intervened in this country to come to their aid as 
a consequence of the revolts that took place, although only Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
deployed forces, as Oman, Kuwait and Qatar decided not to get involved. These forces 
were used to protect the frontiers of Bahrein and the country’s most vital infrastruc-
tures, and it was Bahrein’s defence units that were responsible for domestic security 
and putting an end to the disturbances.
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duce reforms that would lead the country towards a constitutional regime 
in the not-too-distant future.

It is clear that the reformist sectors are going to apply pressure on the 
new King to persuade him to follow the path initiated by his predeces-
sor, but so far the indications from his most recent decisions show the 
opposite.

All in all, the eternal struggle in the Kingdom between reformists and 
the ultraconservative elements keeps the Sauds sitting on the fence and 
being closely watched by the Wahhabi Ulemas.

However, the political elite also wants to put a stop to the Islamist tenden-
cies that could outshine the Wahhabi Ulemas, and in this sense they are 
making efforts to keep a tight rein on the groups close to the Muslim Bro-
therhood37. There have been several gestures in this respect, including 
the Saudis’ unconditional support for the coup d’état led by the Egyptian 
Army on July 2013 to bring an end to the poor government of the Bro-
therhood presided by Mohamed Morsi, seen as a clear sign sent to those 
dissident Islamist groups within the Saudi Kingdom. Another such gestu-
re was the decision taken by the Minister of the Interior in March 2014 to 
include the above mentioned Islamist group on the list of terrorist organi-
sations, as Marshal Al-Sisi had done moments after the coup triumphed 
in Cairo, and in spite of the fact that there was no evidence to suggest that 
they had been responsible for any terrorist activity in Saudi Arabia.

There is no doubt that the political elites and the Wahhabi clergy are not 
going to allow the Brotherhood to expand its sphere of influence on Saudi 
territory and especially in the most vulnerable sector, the youth, a part of the 
population that wants to understand Islam in new and more modern ways, 
and is becoming increasingly hostile to the regime, amongst other things, for 
the rising youth unemployment and the frustration that this causes.

Mention should be made of the fact that the Brotherhood enjoys consi-
derable support by one of the most prosperous countries in the Gulf, and 
one that is becoming increasingly influential in the Sunni world, namely 
Qatar, which has caused certain friction in its relations with the Kingdom 
and with other members of the GCC, such as EAU38. This emirate, with 

37 In this respect, mention must be made of the group of Islamist intellectuals that 
founded the Umma Islamic Party (Hizb al-Umma al-Islami), which influenced by the 
Moslem Brotherhood, seeks to put an end to the Gulf regimes, but by political and peace-
ful means, and that is also calling for the implementation of a democratic system that 
includes parliamentary elections and a division of powers, although always conserving 
values of Islam both in their domestic and foreign policy.http://www.swp-berlin.org/
en/publications/swp-research-papers/swp-research-paper-detail/article/saudi_ara-
bien_und_der_arabische_fruehling.html.
38 For months, Saudi Arabia and the UAE withdrew their respective ambassadors from 
Doha, but a change in attitude coming from both sides improved the tense relations within 
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the highest income per capita in the world, around 100,000$, was the 
one that gave the great financial support that kept the Egyptian economy 
going during Morsi’s Government. Furthermore, together with Turkey, 
another sponsor of the Muslim Brotherhood, Qatar supports the various 
insurgent groups close to this movement in Syria or in Libya.

On the other hand, the Shiite community accounts for approximately 10% of 
the Kingdom’s inhabitants, mainly concentrated in the provinces in the east 
of the country, Al-Ahsa and Al-Qatif, in the al-Sharquiya region, and also to 
a lesser extent in the southern provinces of Jizran and Najran, bordering 
on the northern Yemen province of Sadaá, where the group of Houthis are, 
and with whom they have traditional ties, as has already been pointed out.

It is important to underline that the State has always refused to grant 
concessions to the Shiite community, a group which has historically lived 
on the margins of society and subjected to an intense repression, which 
includes the arrest of prominent members of the Shiite clergy.

Although the late King Abdullah made an effort to open up mechanisms 
for dialogue with this sector of the population, the way Riyadh treats this 
minority has a great deal to do with the role played by Wahhabism in the 
Kingdom and the opinion that the Ulemas have about the Shiites, who 
they refuse to recognise as being Moslems.

On successive occasions, the Shiites have organised protests against the 
regime, for example, there was one wave of major disturbances in sum-
mer 2012, and the Security Forces responded very harshly, accusing Iran 
and the Hezbollah militia to be encouraging the disturbances.

Although currently the few Shiite insurgent groups carry out only sma-
ll-scale attacks with hand guns against the Security Forces, this commu-
nity could constitute a risk to the country if the Shiite factions in the oppo-
sition finally decide to step up their terrorist activity against the Kingdom, 
which would be give its adversary, Iran, a new opportunity to support 
these groups more overtly, should its policy turn more aggressive in an 
attempt to wear down the Saudi Regime39.

the GCC, and the Yemen crisis has had a lot to do with this. Indeed the crisis in Yemen, the 
poorest country and sole Republic on the Arabian Peninsula, has served as an incentive for 
the Gulf monarchies to close ranks and prevent Iran and its «Shiite Crescent» from tightening 
its pincer-like grip on the area and engulfing the entire Peninsula. In this respect, it must be 
pointed out that the GCC was established in 1981 as the response of the Gulf monarchies to 
the ideological and strategical threat posed by the regime change in Teheran after the triumph 
of the Islamic Revolution, and to favour regional cooperation, but this organisation has never 
been a political or military body, and on numerous occasions there has been friction between 
its members caused by the fear that the Kingdom was becoming too predominant.
39 Many political voices in Riyadh, mainly the Royal Family, accuse Teheran of fanning 
the flames of unrest and protest in the Shiite community against the Kingdom and even 
of providing support with material resources and advice.
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However, at the moment the low-level insurgency of these Shiite 
groups is not expected to hold up or obstruct crude oil production, 
bearing in mind that it is in this eastern province where most of the 
Shiite community live and the one where most of the country’s extrac-
tion industry lies.

It can be confirmed that the Shiite Communities living in the Gulf monar-
chies have been regarded as disloyal and defiant by the political elites, 
and even as fifth-columnists at the service of Teheran40.

Furthermore, the Shiites themselves are also victims of attacks perpetra-
ted by terrorist groups, including those that took place in May in two mos-
ques, at praying time on Friday, in which several dozen people lost their 
lives in the towns of Al-Qadih and Al-Daluh, in the province of Al-Qatif; 
they were suicide attacks for which IS claimed responsibility, its leader 
Abu Bkr Al Baghdadi then urging the Saudis to rise up against the Shiite 
community and the Saud Family41.

Image 9. Firemen put out the fire caused by the terrorist attack perpetrated by the IS in a 
Shiite mosque, in the eastern province.

40 International Affairs Bulletin, from the Analysis and Prospects Centre of Guardia 
Civil´s Technical Cabinet. «The Arabian Peninsula and the Persian Gulf, Security in a 
Period of Transition». http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/OtrasPublications/National/
Boletin_Actualidad_International._Enero_2014.pdf.
41 http://www.elmundo.es/international/2015/05/22/555f130f22601db25d8b4583.html.



The economic–social challenge. The monopoly controlling the oil 
market cannot last forever, its effect on the rentier policy with the 

population

In the preceding section, we already stressed the great importance 
of crude oil to the Kingdom, which means that any decision concer-
ning energy policy has to be adopted by consensus in the political 
establishment.

Apparently, no substantial changes are expected in the Saudis’ oil policy, 
moreover in view of the fact that current state of oil prices is most detri-
mental to the country’s great adversary, Iran.

However, the policy pursued by the OPEC since the sharp drop in oil pri-
ces as from midway through 2014, suggests that there will be very likely 
a change in the traditional policy of controlling production, and, thus the 
prices, applied during previous decades, mainly after the oil crisis at the 
beginning of the 1970s.

This Organisation, which was established in 1960 in Baghdad, and who-
se headquarters are in Vienna, has been led by Saudi Arabia ever since 
it was founded and, in spite of the considerable differences of opinion 
between its member countries, the main producer and leader invariably 
gets its own way.

A new strategy is being implemented consisting not only of maintaining, 
but even augmenting the market share, which marks a clear break from 
the policy followed until now, of raising or lowering production in order to 
keep crude oil prices stable. This strategic movement is going to mean a 
significant and historic change in the geoeconomy of oil, given that unlike 
what was traditionally established until now, on this occasion the OPEC 
has rejected cutting down on production to make the prices rise until they 
surpass 80$ / barrel.

It is clear that an oil price of around 60$ is detrimental to some of the 
OPEC countries42, such as Venezuela, Iran, Algeria or Nigeria, and even 
Kuwait, but the new transformation is based on a long-term strategy, 
and only time will tell whether or not it is eventually successful for 
the Organisation as a whole and, more specifically, if it is successful 
for Saudi Arabia, which is the country that has pressed for its imple-
mentation. Yet the OPEC has learnt its lesson over several decades, 
and has decided now to accept short term sacrifices to make itself 
stronger in the long term.

42 In general, if oil prices remain at the same level for a year, the OPEC’s income will 
drop by 590,000 million dollars, which will go, in the form of savings, into the pockets 
of the consuming countries.
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The OPEC has always given precedence to stabilising prices even 
with a loss of market share, at the cost of a production increase in 
those countries that do not belong to the Organisation, such as Rus-
sia, United States, Mexico, Canada, Brazil or Norway, and on nearly 
all occasions it was the Saudi Kingdom that was prepared to bear the 
brunt, even when this meant budget deficits, which gave the rest of 
the members certain room to manoeuvre and decide whether or not 
to reduce.

At present, and from an economic and financial viewpoint, the Kingdom 
is much better prepared to withstand a prolonged period of low crude oil 
prices. In this sense, it should be reminded that in the 80s the domestic 
saving ratio with respect to the GDP was 10%, whereas this percentage 
is now around 44%, according to World Bank sources. Furthermore, the 
Kingdom has one of the lowest debt levels in the world, in spite of the 
increase in social expenditure since King Salman’s ascent to the throne, 
spending in just two months more than 36,000 million $ from the coun-
try’s currency reserves, which the King has done to give an important 
message to his subjects who see the benefit of the subsidy policy and 
who hear him expressing his will to carry on improving those rentier eco-
nomic measures43.

The Kingdom has always sought to keep crude oil prices within an upper 
and a lower limit that will enable it to obtain huge and profitable incomes, 
while at the same time preventing a decline in demand if it exceeds cer-
tain upper limits. What Saudi Arabia is really trying to do now is to keep 
those prices near the lower level so that other major producers with high 
extraction costs44 are discouraged to carry on investing in new projects 
that enable them to continue increasing their market share but begin to 
be not very profitable. In fact, the investments and borings in the United 
States have dropped by half in the past six months, the oil companies 
income has plummeted and 60,000 jobs have been lost just in the last 12 
months45.

In this way, the OPEC maintains its share, albeit at a low price, and, also 
transfers to others, basically the United States, the task of taking on the 

43 CARNEGIE ENDOWMENT FOR INTERNATIONAL PEACE. «Saudi Arabia and 
the Shifting Geoeconomics of Oil»: http://carnegieendowment.org/2015/05/21/
saudi-arabia-and-shifting-geoeconomics-of-oil/i8vv.
44 As examples, it is worth mentioning the offshore investments in Brazil, the bitu-
minous sands in Canada, the major projects in Russia, or fracking and the Shale Gas 
industry in the USA. In fact, investment cancellations are being given or planned with 
the consequent reduction in the number of staff in some of the oil companies that have 
bet for fracking in Texas and North Dakota. Idem, 39.
45 http://www.elconfidencial.com/mundo/2015-06-22/estados-unidos-aprove-
cha-el-petroleo-barato-para-reforzar-su-poder-global_891914/.
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role of market regulation and stabilisation by raising or lowering the un-
conventional hydrocarbons extraction rate.

One aspect that concerns the Kingdom is the potential and full re-
turn to the market scenario of Iran, Iraq and Libya, countries that 
are seeking to substantially increase their share in order to at least 
recover the percentage that they had before 2011. If the sanctions 
are lifted on Iran as a result of an agreement being reached about 
the country’s nuclear programme, and if Iraq regains its production 
level, which has stagnated for the civil war that has been plaguing 
the country since 2003, as so is the case with Libya since 2011; the 
joint production of those three could exceed the Kingdom’s, which 
may give rise to certain pressures in the heart of the OPEC, to which 
all these States belong.

At the same time, it should be also reminded that in Saudi Arabia energy 
efficiency is very limited, not to say zero. With half the population of the 
United Kingdom, the country manages to consume the same amount of 
energy, and almost twice the amount consumed in Spain, which has 50% 
more inhabitants. The subsidy system has a lot to do with this state of 
affairs. Electricity and water are very cheap (in Qatar, for example, elec-
tricity is even free of charge) and this gives customers no incentive to 
apply such saving or efficiency measures as those adopted by consumers 
in any European country.

This involves massive oil consumption to cater for domestic demand, 
which is increasing year after year, and this decreases the percentage 
given over to export, and, thus, reduces the income obtained from fo-
reign oil sales. Therefore, increasing production will enable it to cater 
for a growing demand for oil to meet its domestic energy requirements46 
while at the same time maintaining its export ratio and its badly needed 
market share. As a result, the reduction in sales abroad, and thus income, 
is another factor to be taken into account, and one which is going to limit 
launching new social projects and building infrastructures to sustain its 
rentier policy.

All in all, the OPEC’s present decision, taken at its summit held in Novem-
ber 201447, not to cut down on production to stabilise prices, amounts to a 
historical shift away from its traditional strategy, with long-term effects, 
that are difficult to predict at this date. Such a decision is forcing the en-
tire energy industry walk a tight rope between profits and losses, and 
this is one of the legacies of the current Obama Administration, despite it 

46 Although Saudi Arabia has a plan to construct nuclear power plants and also to 
invest in renewable energies.
47 http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/web/rielcano_es/contenido?W-
CM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano/elcano_es/programas/energiacambioclimatico/
publications/comentario-escribano-reunion-de-la-opep.
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may result in that the USA, being actually a marginal producer, yet it is in 
a position to adapt market conditions by increasing or decreasing uncon-
ventional hydrocarbon extraction.

This new dynamics could put an end to the long cycles of high and low 
prices that have invariably guided and regulated this global market in the 
past, making it less cyclic and volatile.

In this regard, reference must be made to the statement from the cu-
rrent President of the OPEC, the Nigerian Minister of Oil, Mrs. Diezani 
Alison-Madueke, appointed at the aforementioned summit, in which she 
expressed the need to recreate the Organisation’s role in order to adapt 
it to the changing global energy market if it, the Organization, wishes to 
carry on being a relevant actor48.

However, all of this begs the question, and herein lies the risk … How long 
will Saudi Arabia be able to carry on keeping oil prices down by not lowering 
its production, in such a way that it can sustain its rentier policy as a social 
contract with its people? The Kingdom still possesses important currency 
reserves, as has already been pointed out, which gives it a major cushion 
that will enable it to pursue this energy policy should it cause a budget deficit.

Image 10. Ali bin Ibrahim Al-Naimi, who was the Saudi Minister of Oil and Natural Resour-
ces for 20 years. 

48 «OPEC`s role needs to be slightly recreated over the next 24 months or so…
The face of global crude and global energy is changing very rapidly, if we intent to 
stay relevant we have to change with it». Nigerian Oil Minister Diezani Alison – Ma-
dueke. CARNEGIE ENDOWMENT FOR INTERNATIONAL PEACE. «Saudi Arabia and 
the Shifting Geo-economics of Oil»: http://carnegieendowment.org/2015/05/21/
saudi-arabia-and-shifting-geoeconomics-of-oil/i8vv.
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Nevertheless, in the event of a prolonged period of low prices, the coun-
try’s income could be substantially reduced, and this could have an ad-
verse effect on the political class’s ability to carry on winning over the 
population and keeping the people depoliticised and away from the im-
portant subjects affecting the Kingdom, because its rentier system could 
collapse and backfire, and that is what could lead the Sauds and the Ule-
mas to a situation that they want to avoid at all costs, social revolts that 
could undermine the regime’s foundations, given that the subsidy system 
could start to reveal its cracks, not only due to the population increase 
but also owing to a dwindling of financial resources, all of which would 
undoubtedly constitute a threat to its security and stability.

As has already been mentioned in one of the preceding paragraphs, it is 
difficult to predict the duration of this change in the OPEC’s energy policy, 
now enforced and having a great impact on transforming the oil market. 
But one thing is clear, and that is the Saudis’ determination to increase 
their market share, and this has surprised consuming countries and pro-
ducing countries alike, regardless of whether they are members of the 
Organisation.

The predominance of the Kingdom on the market dispels any doubts, and 
the greater efficiency and the reduction in extraction costs for the pro-
ducers that do not belong to the Organisation will not be sufficient, if the 
current prices are maintained in the long term, to absorb the increase in 

Image 11. The current Nigerian Minister of Oil Resources, President of OPEC from the end 
of 2014.
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the supply as a result of the greater production by OPEC members, espe-
cially the Saudi Kingdom, Iran, Iraq and Libya.

Another aspect that must be borne in mind concerns the predictions re-
garding how long the reserves will last at the current production rate. 
Estimations have been made that range from supplies running out within 
10 years in Oman or Bahrain, 54 years in Qatar and 66 years in Saudi 
Arabia, to almost 100 years in the UAE. Such different oil-reserve levels 
could become sources of conflict between the various States on the Ara-
bian Peninsula. In fact, such tensions are already manifesting themselves 
in Yemen, where the current conflict situation also has to do with the fact 
that its oil reserves are running out.

Oil and the way it evolves, with respect to reserves and prices, is not the 
only challenge faced by the country, there are also other factors that mi-
ght apply pressure on social and economic stability.

The first factor to be taken into consideration is the ever-increasing lack 
of water resources and food security. The Kingdom is ranked eighth in 
the world where water shortage is concerned, and over exploitation of 
aquifers has meant that the country has had to cease cereal production 
for 201649.

The fight over water has caused tensions that are difficult to quell, in view 
of the importance of this basic resource, proof of which lies in the accen-
tuation of tribal tension in Yemen owing to the increasing shortage of wa-
ter, where the groundwater table has descended to very worrying levels.

The Kingdom depends to a large extent upon imports to meet its food 
necessities, and it is even applying an outsourcing policy for food produc-
tion, by establishing sovereign investment funds with the clear objective 
of purchasing land in Africa or Asia, competing with the Chinese giant to 
gain access to agricultural land50.

Another aspect to be borne in mind is demographic pressure. Althou-
gh the population growth has slowed down, forecasts indicated that 
the Kingdom will reach 50 million inhabitants by midway through the 
century, apart from the fact that, just like the rest of the countries in 
the region, more than two thirds of the citizens are under 30. This 
amounts to great pressure on the State structures to create opportu-
nities for education and employment, social challenges that are pa-
ramount when it comes to guaranteeing a society’s internal cohesion 
and stability.

49 International Affairs Bulletin, from the Analysis and Prospects Centre of Guardia 
Civil´s Technical Cabinet, «The Arabian Peninsula and the Persian Gulf, Security in a 
Period of Transition». http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/OtrasPublications/National/
Boletin_Actualidad_International._January_2014.pdf.
50 Idem.
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The aforementioned question is closely linked to another cause for great 
concern among the political elite, which is the high level of unemploy-
ment among the active Saudi population. Official figures estimate that 
as many as 12% of men and 33% of women are unemployed, which is a 
cause of a major differences of opinion between the conservatives and li-
berals, given that the Ulemas are permanently opposed to women joining 
the labour force.

The labour market structure is dysfunctional, because the percentage of 
foreigners among the labour force is as high as 60%, nearly all of whom 
work in the private sector, whereas the Saudis are employed in the pu-
blic sector. There is a high degree of discrimination between national and 
foreign workers, many of the latter being exploited and denied access 
to civil or political rights. All of this means that the Saudis are reluctant 
to take initiatives or seek opportunities in the private sector and opt for 
more comfortable and secure alternatives with the State.

In an attempt to alleviate this situation, the Kingdom is considering appl-
ying a «saudisation» programme51 for the active population with a two-
fold intention, on one hand reducing the already high unemployment le-
vel, in an economy that hardly produces anything except hydrocarbons, 
and which is practically based on this and on the services sector, and on 
the other hand endeavouring to reduce an oversized public sector, as the 
pillar of that aforementioned rentier economic system, with a view to gua-
ranteeing jobs for Saudi citizens who will be joining the labour market.

All of this is further complicated by an education system constricted by 
the Wahhabi clergy, which prevents technical personnel from attaining 
the same level as other countries that wish to compete in this new and 
demanding technological era.

Another one of the major challenges is the environment, in a country that 
over the last few years has been involved, as have others like Qatar or 
the UAE, in huge urban projects on the coast, with great energy demands 
and reclaiming land from the sea. As a consequence, the country is very 
vulnerable to any rise in the sea level resulting from the effects of Climate 
Change.

In summary, King Salman has to fight on several socioeconomic fronts, 
ranging from the future oil market situation and the oil reserves, to demo-
graphic growth, a lack of technological and production expertise, the fight 
for food and water resources, etc., all of which require prompt attention, 
and if they are not dealt with soon, more drastic measures will be nee-

51 WEHREY, Frederic, «The Saudi Thermidor», Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace. One of the measures in this »saudisation» programme consists of fining compa-
nies that do not abide by the thresholds established between Saudi workers and foreign 
workers. http://carnegieendowment.org/2014/12/01/saudi-thermidor.
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ded in the future to cope with the progressive deterioration of social and 
economic stability, which have already begun to show increasing signs of 
vulnerability.

Iran, the Siege of the Shiite Crescent, and Yemen, the nightmare on 
the southern flank

Yemen is a major instability factor that threatens the security of the King-
dom, especially since the Houthi rebels seized power in the capital Sanaá 
and ejected the legitimate President Hadi, who was forced to set up his 
government in the Port of Aden. Hadi was supported by both Washington 
and Riyadh, but this was not enough to protect him in September 2014 
and in January this year when rebels seized the presidential palace and 
took control over a large part of the country.

The Houthis, one of the Shiite groups, belongs specifically to the Zaydi 
branch52. The Zaydis had always remained in their usual sanctuary, the 
Province of Sadaa in the north, which borders on the Saudi demarcations 
of Jizan and Najran, where most of the inhabitants are Shiite.

This group hails from the northern region of Sadaa and was originally a 
local movement protesting against the permanent marginalisation of this 
part of the country and its discriminatory exclusion from the power cir-
cles in the capital Sanaá. However, halfway through the last decade they 
became radical and confronted the Government of President Saléh, who 
had been in power since the reunification of the country in 1978, after a 
long war, and who had always based his policy on the continuous mani-
pulation of tribal loyalties as a way of holding onto his loyalties and ties, 

52 The Zaydies are one of the branches of Shiism that emerged in the VIII Century 
when the fifth Imam, Mohammad, confronted one of his half brothers, Zayd, who rose up 
with a group of Shiite followers from Kufa (Iraq) against the former. After Zayd’s death, 
these Shiites established themselves in the north of Iran on the shores of the Caspian 
Sea and in Yemen, where they reigned until they were overthrown by the Nasserist 
Revolution in 1962, which gave rise to the country splitting into North Yemen and South 
Yemen. Although they are Shiites, their doctrine and religious practices are close to 
the Sunnis. In different Islamic forums it is considered to be an independent branch of 
Shiism and Sunnism. In Yemen, around 30-40% of the population is Shiite (8-10 million, 
out of 24) and nearly all of them are Zaydies. The Houthis are the predominant Zaydi 
militia in Yemen, and are at the same time a clan that has been settling in the northern 
province of Sadaa, and between 2004 and 2010 clashed six times with the previous 
Government of President Saléh. This militia is inspired in the Lebanese Hezbollah and is 
fighting to defend the rights and freedom of worship of the Shiites in Yemen, taking into 
account the fact that Sanaá has always been under the control of the Sunnis.
GONZÁLEZ, Manuel. «What is Shiism?, Genesis, Evolution, Doctrine and Situation 
of the other branch of Islam»: http://www.ieee.es/contenido/noticias/2015/05/
DIEEEM12-2015.html.
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which accentuated still further the fragmentation with which this weak 
country has always been fraught.

Saléh once accused the Houthis of supporting AQAP, in spite of the fact 
that they were always in opposition to this terrorist group, and also 
against the Salafist groups that are supported from Riyadh to install their 
madrasas in Sadaa with a view to expand Wahhabism, which accusation 
served to marginalise them still further. This was a crucial factor that led 
to the emergence of a much more radical movement53.

It also seems rather paradoxical that the adversaries that confronted 
each other on numerous occasions before the uprisings of 2011, have 
now joined forces to weaken the hold of the current President Hadi, given 
that the groups once loyal to the previous President Saléh now support 
the Houthis.

The opponents to the rebel movement have stressed their religious radi-
calism and their wish to install in Yemen, the regime that was in power 
before the Nasserist Republican Revolution in 1962, which brought about 
the division of the country.

They have also stressed the support that they receive from Teheran, the 
Islamic Republic exploiting this to spread its influence in the region and 
gain ground to the Saudis. However, this support, apart from being rela-
tively recent, merely takes the form of giving moderate assistance whe-
re advice is concerned, plus a limited degree of material and financial 
support.

Saudi Arabia has always been worried about the stability of its sou-
thern neighbour, with whom it shares more than 1,800 km of com-
mon frontier where there have been several clashes with members of 
AQAP in the east, and with the Houthis in the west, especially in 2009, 
which caused the greatest mobilisation of the Saudi ground forces sin-
ce the 1991 Gulf War.

That was when the Houthis were close to taking the Port of Aden at the 
beginning of last spring and the alarm bells went off among the political 
elite in the Kingdom, and a decision was made to form a coalition, suppor-
ted by US intelligence and logistics, comprising the GCC countries, except 
for Oman, and certain other countries, including Sudan, Jordan and Mo-
rocco, with a view to launching Operation «Decisive Storm», which invol-
ves a maritime blockade of the Yemeni coast in the Red Sea and massive 
air attacks on the infrastructures and bases of the rebel movement54.

53 POPP, Roland, «War in Yemen: Revolution and Saudi Intervention». Center of Se-
curity Studies at ETH Zurich. http://www.css.ethz.ch/publications/pdfs/CSSAnal-
yse175-EN.pdf.
54 The Coalition receives substantial support from the United States, determined to 
limit the expansion of the «Shiite Crescent» using these new proxy actors, the Houthis. 
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The Kingdom is aware of the fact that the current campaign of air attacks 
has had very limited results, and some voices are now talking about a 
resounding disaster, apart from managing to get the inhabitants of Ye-
men to consider it to be an attack on their national sovereignty, all of 
it becoming counterproductive because of the growing animosity it is 
creating against the Saudis among the Shiite population. In this regard a 
ground intervention is on the table, given that it would be the only way to 
break the rebels’ superiority. This would involve many risks however for 
the Sauds, since it would be very difficult to obtain a decisive victory, as 
they have already experienced some defeats at the hands of the rebels in 
2009-2010 in the zone that borders on the Province of Sadaa, apart from 
the fact that the rebels are very familiar with the terrain and have the ad-
vantage of being able to count on the support of the local population, who 
are totally in favour of their cause.

Image 12. Yemeni rebels during a protest against air strikes in Sana’a on 26th March 2015.

If that possible deployment of the Coalition’s ground troops were to be 
unsuccessful, the stability of the Kingdom would be greatly damaged be-
cause the King would be partly discredited as the great protector of the 
Sunnis, and his capacity to protect the sacred places would even be ques-
tioned. Such is the case that critical voices can already be heard within 
Saudi Arabia about its direct participation in the Yemeni conflict, while 
at the same time instability is growing in the southern border provin-

It is led by the Saudi Kingdom and the rest of the members take part in the air attacks, 
except for Egypt and Pakistan, which are only involved in the naval blockade.
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ces, Jizan and Najran, which are already hostile to Riyadh and have an 
overwhelming Shiite population with historic, cultural and commercial 
ties with the Houthis.

The most plausible option, and the one that is most highly recommended 
in a variety of forums, and by the countries involved in the conflict to a 
greater or lesser extent, even by Iran itself, is a negotiated political solu-
tion, and to return to the National Dialogue Conference (NDC), which was 
originally set up to support the process of transition after the unrest be-
gan in 2011. A negotiated solution would undoubtedly consolidate Saudi 
Arabia’s leadership, especially on the Arabian Peninsula. Therefore, it is 
vital for both Iran and the Kingdom to exert pressure on all sides in Yemen 
to bring this war to a political and peaceful end, because if it is prolonged, 
it will not only cause a major humanitarian disaster, which is already in 
the making, but also bring about an even greater destabilisation in the Mi-
ddle East and an accentuation of the control and power struggle between 
these two major regional powers.

Image 13. Map of the Yemen Republic showing the fragmentation of this «quasi-failed 
State»: The sand colour shows the area controlled by the Houthis and militias supporting 
Saleh (the former President), red indicates the zone controlled by AQAP, the central pro-

vinces and the zones surrounding the Port of Al-Mukalla, and light blue indicates the area 
controlled by the groups loyal to the current and legitimate President Hadi.

AQAP, the most important franchise of al-Qaeda Central (AQC), now has its sett-
lement in the central provinces of Yemen, after it was ousted from the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia following a series of terrorist attacks in 2003, as has already 
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been explained. It was the Saudi Security Forces backed by the CIA that applied 
great pressure on AQAP, which had to seek refuge in a scenario that afforded 
it good conditions for establishing itself and being able to carry on with its te-
rrorist attacks against Arab and Western interests. Yemen was the ideal place 
for AQAP, thanks to its traditional instability, fragmentation and tribal structure, 
combined with the scarce control that the Government has over its frontiers 
and territory, its limited resources and low level of development, which makes 
it the poorest country on the Arabian Peninsula, etc., all in all, AQAP uses Ye-
men as a base for undermining the power of the Saudi Royal Family. AQAP is 
expanding in the eastern third of the country and from this territorial base is 
attempting to gain ground as a key card that it can play in its confrontation with 
the IS for leadership of international Jihadism. In this sense, AQAP is seeking 
through territorial expansion in Yemen, the same high profile and benefits that 
DAESH (IS) has obtained by creating its Caliphate55.

However, DAESH has set one foot in the country and is trying to compete 
with AQAP in its growing confrontation with the Houthis, in fact, on 20th 
March, IS perpetrated terrible terrorist attacks on two Shiite mosques in 
the capital Sanaá, leaving over 140 dead56.

Since the triumph of the Islamic Revolution in 1979, Iran has become 
Saudi Arabia’s main geopolitical, ideological and religious rival. It is the 
stakeholder that is disputing with the Kingdom its ascendant over the 
Umma, the Moslem community, corresponding to the Kingdom as pro-
tector of the sacred places, and the Wahhabi movement, designed and 
sustained with the financial resources obtained from oil.

They each use their proxy actors in the region to gain and maintain their 
influence. In this sense, Iran has been extending its tentacles beyond the 
geographic confines of the «Shiite Crescent» in recent years, a zone that 
runs from the capital Teheran, through Baghdad, with the Shiite Gover-
nment of Haidar Al-Abadi, successor to the sectarian Nur Al-Maliki, lin-
king up with the regime of Bashar Al-Assad in Damascus and the Syrian 
Mediterranean Coast, under the control of the Alawites, and ending in 
Lebanon, where a large part of the political system is controlled by the 
Hezbollah Militia, the main armed wing sponsored by Teheran to harass 
Israel. Another proxy has to be added to this list, receiving support from 
Iran in the form of arms and resources, namely Hamas in the Gaza Strip, 
which is a second front from which to harass the Jewish State.

This Crescent is gradually closing in on the Saudi Kingdom, as the Hou-
thi Movement is taking control over large tracts of Yemen, which mo-

55 BERENGUER, Francisco. «Yemen, the Southern End of the Shiite Crescent»: http://
www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2015/DIEEEA25-2015_Yemen_Extremo-
Sur_CrescentChii_FJBH.pdf.
56 h t tp :// internat ional .e lpa is .com/internat ional/2015/03/20/actual i-
dad/1426855197_759265.html.
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vement, as has already been stated, appears to be backed by Teheran 
and may constitute a major risk factor, not only for Saudi Arabia but 
also for other Sunni countries of considerable importance, necessarily 
including Egypt. It could be the case that the two main straits in the 
region, Ormuz and Bab-el-Mandeb (Gate of Tears) come under Iranian 
control57. Iran would never close them, but it would impose restrictions 
on their use, thus causing a considerable impact on maritime traffic and 
indirectly affecting the Suez Canal, which is one of the Egypt’s principle 
sources of income58.

At the present time, Iran does not constitute a direct threat to the Saudi 
Kingdom, but it is capable of weakening the Saudis with the pressure it 
exerts on these various proxy actors supported one way or another by Te-
heran, ranging from the Shiite community living in the East of the country, 
to the Houthis on the southern border.

The Saudi elite has stressed on numerous occasions that the Islamic Re-
public is the greatest threat to its interests and to the Kingdom itself. 
Along these lines, Iran’s nuclear programme must inevitably be seen 
from the Saudi perspective. Numerous politicians, including the previous 
King Abdullah, or to be more specific and recently, the current Ambassa-
dor to London, have made a point of declaring publicly that the Kingdom 
will have whatever the Iranians might eventually have, in a clear warning 
to the International Community that it must do whatever might be within 
its powers to prevent Iran eventually becoming a nuclear power, i.e. pos-
sessing the nuclear bomb.

It is clear that if the International Community fails to prevent this from 
happening, it is highly likely that other powers follow in the footsteps of 
the Ayatollah Regime, leading to the consequent arms race in the region, 
which would be a cause of great concern the world over.

57 RYAN, Patrick, «The Yemen Crisis and the Bab-el-Mandeb Maritime Choke Point». 
SUSRIS, (Saudi – US Relations Information Service): One single threat at this choke 
point can disrupt trade through the Red Sea and the Suez Canal, with the consequences 
that this would bring on the time and cost of shipping. http://susris.com/2015/04/14/
the-bab-el-mandeb-maritime-chokepoint/.
58 The Egyptian economy has three main internal means of support and one external pil-
lar: the first three are gas exports, always in liquid form, shipped or flowing through the gas 
pipeline to Jordan and Israel, and this one has been largely interrupted by the radical mili-
tias in the Sinai (basically the group affiliated to IS, Ansar Bait Al-Maqdis); tourism, a major 
source of income that has gone into a worrying decline since the uprisings began in 2011; 
and the Suez Canal, virtually the only means of support that depends on an external factor 
as basic as the transport of oil from the region to Europe, as well as the transport of goods 
between Europe and the East. Whereas, the external pillar is the financial backing that the 
country receives from the Gulf Monarchies, which took place via Qatar during the short 
period when the Muslim Brotherhood held power with President Morsi at the head of a 
spendthrift Government, and now, under the Al-Sisi Regime, a mock version of Mubarak’s, it 
is the UAEs and Saudi Arabia that provide the financial resources that support that Regime.
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If the Kingdom were determined to seek nuclear weapons, this would 
have serious consequences not only for its relations with Israel, but also 
for the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons Treaty (NPT), which would 
go up in smoke59.

This begs the question: «Would the Kingdom be able to get its hands on 
nuclear weapons?» At the present time, Saudi Arabia does not have nu-
clear technology, and neither does it have a civil industry that could pro-
vide it with sufficient «know-how» to develop it. However, it is making 
efforts to put a nuclear power plant construction plan in execution that, 
amongst other objectives, could help to mitigate its growing energy de-
pendence on hydrocarbons that is depleting its export quota, as has alre-
ady been explained in previous sections60.

There are two ways in which Saudi Arabia can become a nuclear nation. 
One option is to acquire the technology little by little through a civil and 
peaceful nuclear programme that involves installing nuclear reactors to 
produce energy, invariably with external technical support in view of the 
lack of specialist Saudi engineers, because its education system is dys-
functional and does not provide the market with enough people trained 
in the different fields of engineering61. Therefore, this alternative would 
require at least one decade and probably more to be developed.

The second option, especially considering that money is no object, is to 
get hold of the weapons directly by purchasing them from a foreign provi-
der. In fact, this second option has already been contemplated on several 
occasions, contact having been made with Pakistan in the past. However, 
this option has little chance of succeeding because it would lead to the 
International Community imposing sanctions, not only on the Kingdom 
but also on the supplying country.

59 LAUB, Zachary, «Widening US-Arab Gulf Over Iran», Council on Foreign Relations: http://
www.cfr.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/widening-us-arab-gulf-over-iran/p36571.
60 According to estimates, by 2030 the country could become a net importer of oil, if 
the current growth rate of domestic demand remains at the same level, and all indi-
cates that this could be the case because the population will keep on the increase. That 
is why the Kingdom has decided to consider diversifying its energy sources to cater for 
the growing demand. In this sense, nuclear energy could play an outstanding role in the 
future, and the Government is thinking about purchasing 12 atomic reactors that will 
be operational by 2032, in view of the fact that the country lacks sufficient technological 
expertise to implement this plan before that year.
WEHREY, Frederic, «The Saudi Thermidor», Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace. http://carnegieendowment.org/2014/12/01/saudi-thermidor.
61 The Kingdom’s educational system is controlled by the Ulemas and not enough at-
tention is paid to secular subjects like Mathematics or Physics, for a country that wish-
es to take part in global technology exchange and to have a labour force in optimum 
conditions to be competitive. All in all, there is a worrying lack of technological »know-
how». Furthermore, there is a lack of industry in the country, except in the field of oil 
extraction, which prevents the system from innovating and investing in R&D.
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At the end of the 1980s, the Kingdom already purchased from China, me-
dium-range ballistic missiles with a radius of 2,400 Km and the capacity for 
an explosive charge of 2,500 Kg, and now, since 2007 it has been trying to 
find more modern replacements, and Pakistan could well be the supplier. 
The country is also making arrangements to strengthen its anti-air defen-
ces and to modernise its Patriot launching systems with the PAC-3 model. 
In 2009, the Kingdom endeavoured to buy S-400 missiles from the Rus-
sians and tried to discourage Moscow from selling the S-300 to Teheran62.

In the light of the options explained in the preceding paragraphs, it can 
be concluded that in spite of the hostile rhetoric levelled at Iran, as far as 
acquiring nuclear weapons is concerned, for both domestic and external 
use, the Kingdom does not have it easy to access to the possession of 
nuclear weapons, especially if it wants such weapons in a reasonable pe-
riod of time, given that it lacks the industry required, and neither does the 
possibility of purchasing directly from foreign suppliers seem feasible63.

However, things are not all as black as they look, and the Saudis and 
Iranians are becoming increasingly aware of the fact that they need to 
collaborate more closely if progress is to be made in the various conflicts 
in the region, especially when they take into account the major threat to 
these two great regional powers, posed by the potential expansion of the 
DAESH. With this in mind, several talks have been held between the Fo-
reign Ministers of the two countries, Prince Saud Faisal and Javad Zarif, 
with a view to lowering the tension between them and establish channels 
for dialogue. Oman usually plays an active role as a mediator to encoura-
ge contact between these two great adversaries64.

Relations with the United States are no longer the same

Several disagreements and discrepancies have governed relations with 
the US ally in recent years, especially since the Arab Springs started in 
2011, and the two countries expressed divergent opinions about how to 
manage the different crises that were emerging in the region, which have 
made it even more chaotic than it already was.

62 Strategic Weapon System, Saudi Arabia. IHS, 31st December 2014. There was spec-
ulation about Saudi Arabia looking for a system to replace its medium-range Chinese 
(Dong Feng) CSS-2 missiles, purchased in 1988, with the Pakistani model «Ghauri II».
63 The analyst Fareed Rafiq Zakaria, an Indo-American writer and journalist who specialises in 
international relations, indicates this in his article dated 15th June 2015, published in the digital pa-
per «ElConfidencial.com»: http://blogs.elconfidencial.com/mundo/el-gps-global/2015-06-15/
una-bomba-nuclear-de-arabia-saudi-ni-siquiera-ha-fabricado-un-coche_886779/.
64 One example of these meetings was the one held in New York between the two 
Ministers in September 2014. The first one to take place since President Rohani 
came to power. http://international.elpais.com/international/2014/09/22/actuali-
dad/1411399414_031641.html.
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The main bone of contention lays over the potential agreement about the 
Iranian nuclear programme, between the P5+1 and the Islamic Republic, 
and if there is eventually a successful outcome that is to the liking of both 
parties, a major geopolitical change could take place, although this will 
not bring to an end the traditional alliances in the region between the USA 
and its allies, including the Saudi Kingdom, but could seriously damage 
them, in some cases with irreversible consequences.

A general feeling of concern prevails in the main countries in the region, Tur-
key, Israel and Saudi Arabia itself, as well as in the rest of the Gulf monarchy 
capitals, that the United States is giving Iran more room to manoeuvre so 
that it can carry on expanding its influence through its different proxies, at 
the cost of a long-lasting agreement that paralyses its nuclear programme.

The Arab countries, especially the ones in the Gulf, distrust the USAs wi-
thdrawal attitude in the region, and call for Washington to play a more 
prominent role in the stabilisation of the Middle East, having even re-
quested security commitments similar to the ones that the USA has with 
Israel. In fact, midway through May, a meeting took place at Camp David 
between President Obama and several leaders from the Arab countries 
in order for the president to give them reassurances with regard to the 
negotiations under way concerning Iran’s nuclear programme65.

Image 14. President Barak Obama with the Heads of States of the Gulf Monarchies at 
Camp David, during the meeting that took place on 15th May.

65 Obama received the Gulf leaders under the shadow of a nuclear agreement with Iran. 
http://www.abc.es/international/20150514/abci-eeuu-obama-lideres-golfo-201505142100.
htm.
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Relations between Washington and Teheran oscillate between hostility 
and rapprochement. They are in confrontation over the Syria conflict, yet 
are simultaneously forced to collaborate to contain and combat the IS and 
to support the Iraqi Government. Then relations are once again hostile 
over the way events are developing in Yemen, but are dialoguing to make 
arrangements for detaining the nuclear programme and lifting economic 
and financial sanctions.

The Saudis were very upset by the implicit backing given by the 
United States, in collaboration with Teheran, to support the Shiite 
and Pro-Iranian Government in Baghdad, as they interpret this as 
enhancing the consolidation of the «Shiite Crescent» and, as a con-
sequence, encouraging the expansion of the influence and power of 
the Iranian theocracy in the Middle East. In this respect, the state-
ment made by the Kingdom’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Prince Saud 
Al-Faisal, is particularly well expressed: «In Iraq, defeating Saddam 
Hussein by force is equivalent to trying to solve one problem by crea-
ting five more. The United States is handing Iraq over to Iran for no 
reason at all».

However, there are gestures from the US Administration that indicate 
that this is not exactly the case, because in the Yemen´s conflict they 
are giving great support to the coalition led by the Saudis in Operation 
«Decisive Storm» to undermine the power of the Houthis, while at the 
same time considerable pressure on Teheran is being exerted to limit 
the support it is giving to the new proxies in this country. Furthermo-
re, the USA is also threatening to intervene decisively if it thinks that 
there might be attempts to obstruct maritime traffic through the Bab-
El-Mandeb Strait.

The second question that has strained relations is Egypt, where a com-
plete turn of the wheel has taken place, a revolutionary process deacti-
vated by a fundamental institution in this country, the Army, leading to 
a counterrevolution re-establishing a regime very similar to Hosni Mu-
barak’s, which had governed Egypt for nearly 30 years until the unrest 
began in January 2011.

The Saudis’ position was highly critical of the Obama Administration over 
its stance regarding the Government of the Muslim Brotherhood, presi-
ded by Mohamed Morsi, which took control of political affairs between 
July 2012 and August 2013. One must not forget the ideological – reli-
gious challenge posed by the Brotherhood between the Sunnis, in conten-
tion with the Wahhabis for influence.

The Saudi Arabian Government supported the coup in Cairo instigated 
by Marshal Al-Sisi in Summer 2013, and at the same time, criticised the 
United States for opposing him. This counterrevolution was led precisely 
by the Minister of Defence appointed by President Morsi, who replaced 
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the ageing General Tantawi66. The USA has even gone as far as tempora-
rily suspending much of the military aid that it was giving to this country 
since the signing of the Camp David Accords, sponsored by the Carter Ad-
ministration, between the Egyptian leader Anwar el-Sadat and the Israeli 
Prime Minister Menahem Begin67.

Furthermore, the United States’ lukewarm position in the Syria conflict 
also gave rise to tensions between Riyadh and Washington. The Saudis, 
just like Recep Erdogan’s Turkey, are obsessed with the overthrow of 
Bashar Al-Assad’s regime in Damascus and have criticised the USA for 
failing to contribute with determination to overthrow him. Although it is 
true to say that there are certain vested interests in the conflict, and they 
would both like to put an end to the regime, they differ over the way to do 
this, given that at the same time the United States reproaches the Saudis 
for the support that they give to the various radical groups in Syria68, such 
as the al-Nusra Front (an AQC franchise in the country).

Image 15. Marshall Al-Sisi with King Abdullah and King Salman on his visits to the Kingdom.

66 On11th February 2011General Tantawi temporarily took over as Head of State as 
President of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, until his democratically-elected 
successor, Mohammed Morsi took over in June 2012, after the elections. He held the 
rank of Field Marshal and served in the Egyptian Government as Minister of Defence 
and Military Production from1991 to 2012. During that period he was also Command-
er-in-Chief of the Egyptian Armed Forces. On 12th August, Morsi decided to retire Tan-
tawi and dismiss him from the post of Minister of Defence, appointing Marshal Al-Sisi to 
replace him. A year later, it was Al-Sisi who deposed him, declaring the Muslim Brother-
hood to be a terrorist organisation and banning him from returning to politics. Marshal 
Al-Sisi was a low-profile figure specialising in intelligence work in the Army.
67 Egypt is the second largest receiver of direct US military aid. The United States sus-
pended that aid after the coup perpetrated by Marshal Al-Sisi in the summer of 2013. 
The Egyptians though managed to stop the USA from suspending the sale of «Apache» 
attack helicopters, using the pretext of the conflict that the Army is involved in with rad-
ical groups on the Sinai Peninsula, basically with Ansar Bait Al-Maqdis, affiliated to IS.
68 Washington Post Foreign Staff, «Six reasons the US and Saudi Arabia are moving apart»: 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews/wp/2013/10/22/six-reasons- 
the-u-s-and-saudi-arabia-are-moving-apart/.
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Turks and Saudis claim that the continuance of the Syrian Satrap in power 
is the main reason why the conflict is drifting the way it is, and that this 
has caused chaos in the region with unforeseeable and highly complex 
consequences, including the extent to which IS will be able to hold onto 
and extend its Caliphate.

The US Government made the mistake of using bombastic diatribes, in 
which deeds did not turn into actions, with respect to the declarations 
made by President Obama when he stated that the use of chemical wea-
pons was overstepping the «red line» when it came to decide a military 
intervention in Syria. It was on 21st August 2013 when a chemical attack 
using sarin gas in the Guta district in Damascus killed more than 1,400 
people and left 3,000 injured.

Exactly who was responsible for the attack was the subject of great con-
troversy on an international scale, among the western allied forces and 
opponents of both sides, and mainly with Russia. At the time, a military in-
tervention in the country was considered necessary to punish the Syrian 
Government, which was accused of causing the massacre. Neverthe-
less, it was Moscow’s steadfast opposition that made the United States 
reconsider its potential direct military intervention in the conflict, plus 
the fact that the US was facing considerable opposition not only from its 
own allies69, but also domestically. In their report, the inspectors from the 
Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) confirmed 

69 France and USA supported a direct intervention against the regime in Damascus, 
whereas the United Kingdom and Germany, amongst others, were against such an in-
tervention, although they were prepared to lend the operation logistical support if it 
were to be carried out.
Furthermore, the Syrian Government’s allies, Iran and Russia, denied that the State had 
anything to do with the attack and accused the West of hatching a plot against their 
ally and that the rebels had been behind the attack. Meanwhile, most of the world did 
not support an intervention, although they did condemn the use of chemical weapons. 
Sources from Associated Express collected declarations from rebels who indicated that 
their group was responsible for the attack using arms provided by the Saudi Prince 
Bandar Bin Sultan, (See Note 32). Prince Bandar took over the Management of Sau-
di Intelligence in July 2012, appointed by King Abdullah, and in the preceding years, 
since 2005, when he left his post as Ambassador to Washington, he was the Secre-
tary-General of the National Security Council. This Prince is regarded as one of the most 
Pro-American and, at the same time, most Anti-Iranian elements, with close links with 
the Republican Party hardliners (i.e. those who are most firmly against rapprochement 
and agreement with the Islamic Republic), fruit of his 22 years as Ambassador to the 
USA. Bandar played a major role in the support that the Saudis gave to the Syrian re-
bels, which involved the supply of arms and financing. His period of office was marked 
by misunderstandings and disagreements with the US politicians responsible and ac-
cusations from Syrian and Lebanese Authorities that he promoted Sunni extremism 
in Syria, until he was finally removed from his post in February 2014 and eventually 
resigned in April. However, this does not necessarily mean to say that this outstanding 
member of the Saud Family is not still one of the most influential persons in Riyadh’s 
corridors of power.
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that the attack had been caused by chemical weapons, but they did not 
state who was responsible. Finally, in September 2013, the United Sta-
tes and Russia signed an agreement imposing chemical disarmament in 
Syria.

Reference must also be made to the discrepancies that exist with respect 
to how to manage the Palestine-Israel conflict, in view of the fact that on 
numerous occasions the elites in the Kingdom have levelled criticisms 
at the USA accusing the Administration of being excessively partial to 
the State of Israel in the successive crises and attempts by the parties to 
reach an agreement.

Another of the aspects that is likewise serving to transform relations be-
tween Riyadh and Washington is the paradigmatic change that is taking 
place in the management of the oil market. As has already been explained 
in previous sections, the policy of the OPEC to not reduce production to 
achieve a price rise has a lot to do with Saudi Arabia’s intention to keep its 
share of the market, and, thus, contain the expansion of the revolutionary 
US fracking industry, which has enabled it to become the biggest produ-
cer of hydrocarbons in the world, if gas and oil are combined. That is why 
it can be stated that the collaboration between the two countries that has 
existed since they established their «partnenariat» at the end of the Se-
cond World War, could undergo changes that give rise to new geopolitical 
panoramas, given that the United States is reducing its dependence on 
crude oil from the Middle East, while at the same time the flow to the Far 
East, especially towards China is increasing. This does not mean to say 
that the USA wants Saudi oil to stop flowing as it has done to date.

As a separate issue, the United States is very interested in keeping up 
antiterrorist collaboration with the Kingdom, because the latter is a key 
player in the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT) promoted by the USA. This 
is essential in view of the fact that AQAP is gaining a stronghold in Yemen, 
and becoming the stakeholder that is making the most out of the situa-
tion, plus the threat posed by the IS.

By way of conclusion, three parameters will be highlighted that have de-
fined US policy in the Middle East: guaranteeing the security of the State 
of Israel; guaranteeing oil supplies at an advantageous price; and appl-
ying the «Carter Doctrine»70, which basically consists of using whatever 
means are possible, including military resources, to protect US interests 
wherever they are essential, and as a result, since the Middle East is an 
essential part of those interests, as a consequence, what is expressed in 

70 To be more specific, the «Carter Doctrine» established that any attempt by any 
stakeholder to gain control over the Persian Gulf region would be considered as an 
attack on the USA’s vital interests and, thus, would be rejected by all possible means, 
including the use of military force.
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this doctrine is that the USA grants itself the right to intervene by force in 
the region whenever its interests are threatened.

Finally, it must be pointed out that Saudi Arabia has been, is and will be a 
key piece in the superpower’s global interests and will always be assig-
ned a great priority in the domestic and foreign policies of the United Sta-
tes, and the US has to keep a watchful eye on any intensification in both 
the Kingdom’s and the rest of the Gulf monarchies’ relations with any 
other stakeholders that are gaining importance in the global context71.

Conclusions and prospects

Saudi Arabia is undoubtedly one of the great powers in the Middle East, 
the most conflictive and chaotic region in the world. Together with other 
outstanding regional actors, Iran, Turkey, Egypt and Israel, Saudi Arabia is 
part of a network of interests that either flow towards those outstanding 
and influential countries or drift apart from them, depending on the sce-
nario or the crisis concerned.

The enigmatic Kingdom has been firmly establishing itself for the past 
7 to 8 decades on the basis of a series of internal and external pillars. 
First and foremost amongst the internal pillars is the relationship forged 
between the political and religious power, which are by no means mutua-
lly exclusive, and which nourish each other to support a regime where 
the dividing line between State and religion is very diffuse, although the 
clergy is subordinate to the political elite. All of this is further reinforced 
by the fact that the holy places of Islam are on Saudi soil, which gives still 
greater legitimacy to the supreme authority of the nation, embodied in the 
King and all his extensive family, the Sauds.

Saudi Arabia’s huge oil production has enabled the country to extend its 
political and religious tentacles not only in the region, but also well be-
yond the Arab world, as well as in other Moslem communities in the West, 
Africa and Asia, where the Ulemas of the Wahhabi movement encourage 
the dissemination and imposition of their doctrine, which is the same one 
on which most of the jihadist groups base their ideology, and it is tho-
se very jihadist groups that are spreading terror throughout the world, 
mainly in Islamic religion countries.

This immense oil wealth has made it possible to establish a social con-
tract between the political elites and the governed, which has enabled the 

71 India considers the Gulf region to be part of its sphere of influence for energy rea-
sons, and is also showing concern over the more than four million Indian nationals who 
are working in these Gulf countries. At the same time, China has become the biggest 
importer of oil coming from the Gulf. And Russia has sought closer relations with Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar, especially on an economic level.
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former to give most of the population a good standard of living, while at 
the same time serving as a tool, used together with police and religious 
repression, to quell outbursts of social protest, which grew in profile and 
intensity particularly during the Arab Springs years.

The Kingdom’s relationship with the USA is one of the foundations of its 
foreign policy, but also has major implications for its domestic policy. The 
Saudis are one of the West’s main clients, especially of the USA, for the 
purchase of arms, because the nation’s security is closely linked to and 
dependent on this relationship, forged at the end of Second World War 
between the King who founded the dynasty and President Roosevelt, and 
which amounted to a basic milestone in the consolidation of the Kingdom.

Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia has still to face numerous challenges, some 
of which are extremely crucial, to the extent that if they are not properly 
managed, they could have a serious impact on the country’s stability and 
irreversibly damage the regime’s foundations.

The biggest challenge faced by the new King Salman is to lead the King-
dom into the XXI Century preserving the monarchy, and keeping the 
Wahhabi creed at his side, because that gives him legitimacy, while at the 
same time attempting to contain both domestic and external problems, 
the main external one being the movements around his shaky frontiers, 
especially those on the south.

On a domestic level, Saudi society is stagnant, with a backward and dys-
functional education system that is completely in the hands of the ultra-
conservative Ulemas, and a highly unstructured labour market, with a 
high percentage of foreign workers, with very little technological experti-
se and a lack of specialists. Furthermore, the unemployment rate is very 
high, the population is increasing year by year and the opposition refor-
mers, who are calling desperately for the country to be modernised in 
all social and economic areas, are so repressed by the regime that their 
voice can hardly be heard.

It is difficult to predict how this society will evolve. In fact, it is more diver-
se than it would appear to be, there not only being liberalising tendencies 
that apply pressure to moderate the Saudi ways of life, but there being 
also Islamist sectors in favour of modernisation, whose ideological bases 
are close to the religious doctrines and practices of the other major mo-
vement within the Sunni Moslem world, the Muslim Brotherhood.

On the other hand, there is a Shiite minority that makes up 10% of the 
Saudi Arabia’s 30 million inhabitants, mainly concentrated in the hydro-
carbon-producing zones, who are extremely discontented and traditio-
nally excluded, exposed to the influence of the country’s great rival, Iran; 
this could undoubtedly be one of the most outstanding risks that could 
shake the foundations of the Kingdom.
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The King has a high degree of legitimacy, not only among his subjects, but 
also among the Sunni Moslem majority, which is reinforced through the 
alliance with the Wahhabi Ulemas and also by the fact that he is the great 
protector of the holy places of Islam, Mecca and Medina.

The monarch is supported by a very extensive family that inherited the 
throne from the founder of the dynasty, King Abdulaziz Ibn Saud. Sin-
ce the latter’s death, six of his sons have succeeded to the throne, and 
throughout time a balance has been kept between the different branches 
of the family, to the extent that it has proved crucial for the stability of the 
Kingdom that the various successions have taken place in a consensual 
way and without internal upheavals.

However, the current King is nearly 80 and in a poor state of health. The 
next in line to the throne, Muhammad Bin Nayef, appointed as Crown Prin-
ce by the late King Abdullah, belongs to the second generation: the grand-
sons of King Abdulaziz. This is a very delicate matter, because the heads 
of the most important branches have been placing their sons in the main 
posts of the political establishment.

In summary, the succession question must necessarily be dealt with in 
such a way that it does not amount to a setback that could expose the 
underlying family disagreements, because this would throw the Kingdom 
into confusion and inevitably question the legitimacy of the new King, and, 
as a result, have an adverse effect on the stability of the regime’s foun-
dations, something that would be exploited by those actors, both internal 
and external, to undermine the Sauds’ power and their control over the 
Kingdom.

Oil is the sap that injects life into the Saudi economy and finances, that 
enables it to project its power beyond its frontiers, but it must neverthe-
less be pointed out that the market has ceased to by cyclic, and that the 
times of the high prices of the black gold are over, at least for a long time. 
The Kingdom has great financial strength in the form of very little debt 
and huge currency reserves. This will enable it to withstand low oil prices 
for a long time, in spite of the reduction in income from exports, which will 
help it to develop its strategy in the energy sector, which really is none 
other than to maintain its market share by increasing its production and 
thus containing or limiting the expansion of the other major producers 
that have joined this complex market, mainly the North American produ-
cers of unconventional hydrocarbons. In this sense, the Saudis would not 
mind if this energy policy were to jeopardise the rest of the OPEC mem-
bers, in fact the country would even obtain geopolitical advantages from 
any further damage done to the Iranian or Russian economies.

The greatest threat to security from the Kingdom’s viewpoint is undoub-
tedly its great political and strategic adversary in the region, Iran. The 
latter is using its proxies to spread its influence in the Middle East and 
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become the fundamental and decisive key to maintaining stability in this 
chaotic and confused area, whose conflicts are projected upon the rest 
of the world. A new scenario that the Islamic Republic could exploit, and 
actually is already exploiting, is the troubled State of Yemen.

This country, Yemen, has always been a cause for concern from Riyadh’s 
viewpoint because of its recurrent fragility. It is undoubtedly the most 
unstable country on the Arabian Peninsula and in recent months it has 
been drifting towards the status of a Failed State, which is a source of 
great unease and anxiety not only in the Kingdom, but also in the entire 
Middle East.

The power that Teheran’s new proxies, the Houthi rebel movement, have 
been gaining, is yet another step of the Shiite Crescent tightening its grip 
on the Arabian Peninsula, with the Kingdom at its head. The Houthis were 
originally from and confined to the Province of Sadaa in the north of the 
country. The siege could end up by limiting the Saudis’ projection in the 
Region and beyond its frontiers.

The Yemen conflict has served as an incentive for the GCC to smooth over 
its differences and form a coalition to intervene in the country, with the 
mission to implementing a naval blockade on the Yemeni Red Sea Coast 
and prevent Iranian aid from reaching the rebel movement and for laun-
ching air attacks on the rebel bases and installations. From the Kingdom’s 
perspective, it is essential to prevent Teheran from controlling the Bab-
el-Mandeb Strait, because if it were to achieve this, it could have a nega-
tive impact on the maritime traffic passing through this «chokepoint», 
and, therefore, through the Suez Canal, which would give considerable 
geopolitical advantages to the regime of the Ayatollahs.

It is not only the Houthis that are causing the Saudis problems, AQAP is 
also cashing in on the situation in Yemen and expanding in the eastern 
provinces and along the coast of the Gulf of Aden, its territorial base from 
which it can recruit jihadists, finance itself, get training and project it-
self through terrorist attacks in Moslem and Western countries alike. It is 
clear that this is the most active organisation of those depending on AQC, 
and the one that causes the greatest concern to the Foreign Offices of the 
Western World.

Saudi Arabia, together with Israel, are the basic areas where the USA 
makes its presence felt in the region, the alliance goes back a long way, 
as has been repeatedly mentioned in this article, but in recent years there 
have been several questions over which the stakeholders do not see eye 
to eye, and this has served to strain these relations, the most notable 
questions being: the different viewpoints on the crisis in Egypt; the con-
vergent positions on the conflict in Syria, but the divergences affecting 
the way to deal with the problem; the way the oil market has been trans-
formed and the USA’s decreased dependence on Saudi petroleum; and, 
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the most important matter of all, the potential agreement over the Iranian 
nuclear programme, which is not to the liking of Riyadh, or Tel Aviv or 
Ankara, apart from the founded suspicious that if the agreement proves 
to be successful, could later be used by the Islamic Republic as a carte 
blanche to increase its freedom of action and exert even more power and 
control throughout the region.

It is clear that the USA is tending to gradually withdraw from the Middle 
East to concentrate progressively on the Asia-Pacific region, in accordan-
ce with the strategy of the Obama Administration. However, the Gulf mo-
narchies are not content with this strategy, and demand greater involve-
ment from the US in matters concerning security in the region, otherwise 
the vacuum left by the withdrawal of the superpower will inevitably be 
filled by other stakeholders, and one of these could well be the Iranian 
regime, or the emerging powers (or to be more precise, the already 
emerged powers), especially China and India, and even Russia, which are 
viewing the Gulf as a major opportunity to strengthen their economic ties 
while at the same time the monarchies are becoming gradually detached 
from their waning dependence on the West. Be that as it may, one can rest 
assured that the US will conserve a very strong foothold in this confusing 
and chaotic zone that is so important to US interests.

King Salman has to carry on looking after the pillars on which his King-
dom was based and is so far sustained, because this is what its stability 
requires, and he must continue to count on the Wahhabi clergy, while at 
the same time opening out to other options that present themselves to 
give greater voice and opportunities to a society that is still numbed and 
virtually ignored, but one which is increasingly perceiving and reacting to 
the signs indicating that the current situation cannot last forever.

The King and his political classes have to face up to the socioeconomic 
challenges and head down the path of major structural reforms. This 
must be done with a view to progressively transforming an obsolete edu-
cation system and labour market so that these modifications can bring 
about the required changes to the country’s production system towards a 
more diversified economy, and, thus, one that is less exposed to the vicis-
situdes of one single product, crude oil, which is not infinite and that will 
sooner or later show signs of exhaustion. Therefore, the economy can no 
longer revolve exclusively around oil and be the only tool for preventing 
social unrest through the distribution of income that is likely to be on the 
wane, all the more so in view of the fact that the population is growing, 
and the inhabitants are eagerly searching for opportunities that the State 
cannot cater for unless it implements the required reforms.

In view of everything that has been expressed throughout this article, it is 
clear that the Kingdom cannot carry on along the path that has characte-
rised it over the last few decades, almost from the very outset. Methods 
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are to be devised that take it little by little in the a different direction, 
in order to prevent social pressure, aroused by the security problems 
with which the Kingdom is fraught, blowing up in the faces of the Sauds, 
and only then forcing the Establishment to resort to applying much more 
drastic methods that put its own stability and security in jeopardy.

In conclusion, it is necessary to emphasise the vital importance of stabili-
ty to this enigmatic Desert´s Kingdom, not only for the region, but also for 
the whole world. A stable and secure Saudi Arabia full of self-confidence 
would mean a less dangerous and troubled Middle East, and this would 
have extremely positive global repercussions.

Chronology of the conflict

CHAPTER V SAUDI ARABIA: Pillars and Challenges for the Desert Kingdom.

DATE EVENTS

1744

The modern history of Saudi Arabia begins with an Islamic reformer 
called Muhammad ibn Abd-al-Wahhab and a local governor by the 
name of Muhammad bin Saud, who founded the Emirate of Diriyah, 
also known as the First Saudi State, in the central part of Arabia. For 
the next 150 years, the Saudi family has its ups and downs, facing 
opposition from the governors of Egypt and the Ottoman Empire, as 
well as other powerful families in Arabia. 

1932

After many decades and a long process of confrontation between the 
many tribes, especially between Al-Rachid and the Saud, the modern 
State of Saudi Arabia is established with King Abd al-Aziz ibn Saud. 
His Kingdom then becomes a Sovereign State and all the regions come 
under his control.

1938
Oil is found in Saudi Arabia, and exports of the resource make the 
country rich, oil becoming the major and virtually the only source of 
the country’s wealth. 

1953 King Abd al-Aziz ibn Saud dies. He is succeeded by his son King Saud.

1964 King Saud is forced to abdicate in favour of his half-brother King 
Faisal.

1967 June, The Six-Day War. Saudi Arabia does not participate directly in it, 
but provides Egypt, Syria and Jordan with economic support.

1960-70s

North Yemen Civil War. Egypt supports the new Yemeni Government, 
whereas Saudi Arabia backs the country’s royal family in its endeavour 
to remain in power. In 1979, North Yemen and South Yemen are unified, 
giving rise to the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen, making it 
the only one of the seven States on the Arabian Peninsula that is not a 
monarchy. 

1973

The Yom Kippur War. On Yom Kippur, the holiest day of Judaism, the 
Arab Coalition launches a surprise joint attack on Israeli positions in 
the territories occupied during the earlier Six-Day War. 

The Oil Crisis. Supplies to the USA and the Netherlands are cut off. 
Saudi Arabia is the main supplier and the cause of this crisis, because 
the West explicitly supported Israel during the Yom Kippur War. 
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1975
King Faisal is assassinated by one of his nephews, who is found guilty 
and sentenced to death. Khalid, King Faisal’s half-brother, becomes 
King and prime Minister of Saudi Arabia.

1978

17th September, the Camp David Accords are signed by the President of 
Egypt Anwar el-Sadat and the Prime Minister of Israel Menachem Be-
gin, after twelve days of secret negotiations with the mediation of the 
President of the USA, Jimmy Carter, as a consequence of which Egypt 
and Israel sign a peace agreement concerning the territorial conflicts 
between the two countries, the main result being that Israel returns 
the Sanai Peninsula to Egypt..

1979

12th February, Imam Khomeini returns to Iran and 3 million people 
go out into the streets to welcome him. The Shah is deposed and the 
Islamic Revolution triumphs in Iran.

20th November, a group of Islamic extremists stormed the Great Mos-
que of Mecca in an attack that shocked Saudi Arabia. More than 400 
armed fundamentalists occupied the Mosque for 14 days. The attack 
caused the deaths of 127 soldiers, 117 rebels and an unspecified 
number of civilians according to official figures.

1981 The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) is established on Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.

1980-1988 Iran – Iraq War. Saudi Arabia supports Iraq during this conflict.

1982 King Khalid dies. He is succeeded by King Fahd. His half-brother Prince 
Abdullah becomes the Crown Prince.  

1990
August, Iraq invades Kuwait. Saddam Hussein’s Army annexes the 
Emirate. International condemnation precedes Operation «Desert 
Storm» to liberate Kuwait.

1991

2nd Gulf War: Operation «Desert Storm». Kuwait is liberated by a coali-
tion force authorised by the United Nations, composed of 34 countries 
led by the USA, against the republic of Iraq in response to Iraq’s inva-
sion and annexation of the State of Kuwait.

1995 King Fahd falls ill and is no longer able to govern. Prince Abdullah 
takes over all functions. 

2001
11th September. Terrorist attacks in New York and Washington. Many of 
those who directly take part in the attacks are Saudi citizens (15 of the 
19 suicide pilots are Saudi citizens).

2003

20th March. Operation «Iraqi Freedom» gets under way, leading to an 
invasion of Iraq by the international coalition forces led by the USA, 
225,000 troops being involved. :

Al-Qaeda launches a hard campaign of terrorist attacks. November. 
Al-Qaeda strikes in the Saudi capital. The Saudi Authorities blame the 
organisation led by Osama Bin Laden for the suicide attack near the 
diplomatic district of Riyadh, which cost the lives of at least 17 people 
and injured more than 122. 
This suicide attack follows on from an earlier one that took place in 
May, with 35 victims in Riyadh, including 9 US citizens, and over 200 
injured.
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2005
1st August. King Fadh dies at 82 years of age. He is succeeded by 
Crown Prince Abdullah, who had been acting as Regent in the Kingdom 
since 2005 in view of his predecessor’s inability.

2006

King Abdullah begins to apply a series of reforms, including the 
release of numerous dissidents, he holds out his hand to the country’s 
Shiite community, mainly concentrated in the easternmost province, 
grants greater rights to women, opens up to foreign investment, etc. 
The reforms are very limited in the face of the traditional opposition of 
the extremely conservative Wahhabi religious sector.

2009

The university bearing the King’s name is founded, King Abdullah Uni-
versity for Science and Technology. It is one of the best equipped in the 
world and the segregation that applies everywhere else in the country 
does not apply there. 
The Consultative Assembly of Saudi Arabia also opens its doors to 
women. 

2010

President Obama announces in February, the gradual withdrawal of 
troops from Iraq, until this is completed at the end of 2011.

December. The Arab uprising starts in Tunisia. The wave of people’s 
protests spreads throughout the Arab world, including the Saudi 
Kingdom. 

2011

February. Arab uprising in Bahrein, where the Minority Sunni elite of 
the Emir Al Khalifa rules over the Shiite majority.
March. The neighbouring countries decide to intervene in support of the 
Bahrein Government. Saudi Arabia sends over 1,000 troops, and the UAE 
sends 500 police to constitute the «Peninsula Shield» Task Force.
The wave of protests in Damascus begins, marking the start of the 
long Syrian conflict. 

2012 July. Mohamed Morsi becomes President of Egypt, when his party, as-
sociated with the Muslim Brotherhood, wins the elections held in May.

2013

July: the Government of the Muslim Brotherhood is overthrown in a 
coup d’état in Egypt; President Morsi is deposed. 
Marshall el-Sisi takes over the Presidency, which is to receive great 
political and financial support from Saudi Arabia.

2014
September. The Houthi rebels seize the presidential palace in Sana’a, 
Yemen. This movement starts to control most of the western part of the 
country. The Saudis accuse Teheran of providing support for the Houthis.

2015

23rd January. King Abdullah dies at 90 years of age. He is succeeded 
by his half-brother Crown Prince Salman bin Abdulaziz, aged 79 years, 
who becomes King Salman.

April. Saudi Arabia comes to form part of a coalition composed of the 
States belonging to the Gulf Cooperation Council (with the exception 
of Oman), Egypt, Pakistan, Jordan, Sudan and Morocco, with a view to 
launching Operation «Decisive Storm» in order to intervene in Yemen 
as a result of the emergency brought about by the Houthi Movement 
and its attempt to take control over the Port of Aden. The Operation 
involved heavy air attacks on Houthi bases and positions, and to 
blockade the Yemeni coastline in the Red Sea to prevent the Houthis 
receiving support from abroad.
The coalition was given intelligence and logistical support from the 
USA. 



José Antonio Albentosa Vidal

230

CHAPTER V SAUDI ARABIA: Pillars and Challenges for the Desert Kingdom.

DATE EVENTS

2015

15th May. The main representatives of the GCC countries meet Presi-
dent Obama at Camp David, in a gesture of support by the US Adminis-
tration for the war that is raging in Yemen and as compensation for the 
rapprochement between Teheran and Washington where the nuclear 
deal is concerned.

21st May. A terrorist suicide attack takes place at a Shiite mosque 
in the east of Saudi Arabia causing more than 20 deaths and over a 
hundred injured. The Islamic State (IS) claims responsibility for the 
outrage. 

July. Iran and the P5+1 nations reach a historic nuclear accord, whose 
basic points are as follows: 
Iran will not produce highly enriched uranium for the next 15 years. 
Iran will get rid of 98% of the nuclear material that it possesses.
Iran will dispose of two-third of the centrifuges that it has installed.
The Powers can verify «for the first time» the extent to which the deal 
is being complied with.
The United Nations will lift all sanctions against Iran that are associa-
ted with the nuclear programme, albeit with certain restrictions.
Before the embargo starts to be lifted, Iran must comply with the 
«basic steps» of the accord.

7th August. Another suicide terrorist attack is perpetrated causing 15 
deaths and 9 injured in a mosque depending on the Saudi police in the 
south-west of the country. Once again the IS claims responsibility for 
the attack. 

7th September. Qatar deploys almost one thousand troops in Yemen 
within the framework of the Arab Coalition against the Houthi rebels. It 
is the first time that this country has send ground troops to Yemen on a 
mission, which is now preparing to advance on Sana’a, the capital. This 
occurs three days after a missile from the rebels kills 60 soldiers from 
the petro-monarchies involved in Operation «Decisive Storm».

11th September. At least 107 people die and 238 are injured when a 
crane collapses inside the Great Mosque in the City of Mecca during a 
severe storm. 
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six

Yemen, or how to become a failed state
Ignacio Fuente Cobo

Abstract

Yemen, a country in permanent crisis from its inception in 1990, is cu-
rrently undergoing a low intensity war that can be considered a com-
bination of regional conflict, sectarian violence, collapse of state, militia 
primacy and activity of terrorist groups. In this context, it is unlikely that 
anyone may win militarily, so the only way to stop and prevent the frag-
mentation of the country between the various contenders, goes through 
a political solution based on the integration and participation in power of 
both Sunni and Shiite communities . This means to establish the securi-
ty and political stability necessary to prevent opportunistic groups like 
al-Qaeda or the Islamic State, from profiting the current chaotic situation 
to extend its activity throughout the Country. It is the only way to pre-
vent Yemen from consolidating as a failed state that becomes a threat to 
regional stability and international security. To achieve this however the 
solution requires that the Yemenis and their neighbours choose it.

Key Words
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Introduction

Yemen is a country that has been in crisis practically since it was first 
founded as a modern state in 1990, after the unification of the Arab Re-
public of Yemen (North Yemen) and the Popular Democratic Republic of 
Yemen (South Yemen). Predominantly Moslem and lying to the south of 
the Arabian Peninsula between Asia and Africa, Yemen shares frontiers 
with Saudi Arabia to the north and with Oman to the east. It covers a sur-
face area slightly greater than Spain (528,000 km2compared to 505,000 
km2) and has a population of 26 million. The fact that it faces onto the Red 
Sea and the Gulf of Aden, enables it to control the strategic Bab el Mandeb 
Strait, which is vital for the supply of hydrocarbons to the United States, 
Europe and Asia, between three and four million barrels passing through 
it every day1.

Although with Sunni majority, Yemen is a geographical and religious ex-
ception in an Arab world where most of the Moslems are Sunni (85%). Ye-
men has an important Shiite minority in the north of the country, a region 
that they have dominated politically for centuries, and where until recent-
ly they have managed to coexist peacefully with their Sunni neighbours.

1 RYAN Patrick. W, «The Yemen Crisis and the Bab el-Mandeb Maritime Chokepoint», 
Saudi-US Relations Service (SUSIS), 14th April 2015. http://susris.com/2015/04/14/
the-bab-el-mandeb-maritime-chokepoint/.
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The underlying causes of the instability in Yemen are to be found in the 
unification of the two parts – North and South – that used to constitute the 
country in 1990, which was tantamount to a loss of power for the Yemeni 
Shiites in the north as they became passed over in matters concerning 
national politics. The consequence was a feeling of frustration among this 
religious minority, which turned into an armed insurgency movement in 
the 1990s. Although the rebellion was contained for several years, the 
historical rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran, considerably raised the 
levels of violence. It could be said that Yemen is yet another chapter in 
the struggle between a predominantly Sunni Saudi Arabia subjected to 
an extreme vision of religion that is Wahhabi doctrine, and Iran, lying in 
the heart of the Shiite Crescent, in a regional and global context in which 
both States are competing for the same leadership of the Moslem world.

This rivalry has worsened in recent times as a consequence of the war 
in Iraq and the transforming effects of what has come to be known as 
the «Arab Spring». Thus, the occupation of the Yemeni capital Sana’a by 
Shiite forces in 2014 and the subsequent advance of the rebels towards 
the south during 2015, ended up by causing the military intervention of 
an Arab coalition headed by Saudi Arabia, whose aim was to prevent the 
entire country falling into Shiite hands. All of this has merely served to 
augment the political and military violence in the Yemeni conflict, to the 
point that the positions of the adversary are totally irreconcilable.

In this context of political fragility and religious rivalry, one must also 
consider the presence in Yemen of Jihadist Groups that settled in the 
country when the Afghan War against the Soviets ended, and that have 
been using Yemen territory as a platform not only for attacking Western 
interests, but also for attacking the Arab Monarchies themselves, which 
are regarded as heretics because of their alliance with the United States. 
Yemen has thus become the base for the al-Qaeda franchise on the Ara-
bian Peninsula (AQAP), and it is from this country that some of the major 
Jihadist-style terrorist attacks in recent times have been planned and 
launched.

The recent appearance in Yemen of cells belonging to the so-called Is-
lamic State (IS), another Al Qaeda splinter group that is now competing 
against the latter for world leadership of the international Jihad, has 
merely served to complicate matters still further. It could be said that 
the biggest beneficiaries of the war in Yemen are the Jihadist Groups of 
the Islamic State and al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), who-
se opportunism has made them likely to gain influence in the middle of 
chaos. The IS has recently given itself a high profile with suicide attacks 
against Houthi targets, whereas AQAP has pursued a strategy that in-
volves seizing territory in the east of Yemen, without the US air strikes 
having been able to prevent them from doing so.
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As a result, Yemen has been subjected to a progressive process of poli-
tical, social, religious and military deterioration to the extent that it now 
epitomises a failed State. The danger posed by a Yemen in these condi-
tions, with the enormous contradictions that this means, is that it is no 
longer a problem of regional security, and has become a threat to inter-
national peace and security.

Background to the conflict

The Republic of Yemen was founded in 1990 after the unification of the 
Arab Republic of Yemen (North Yemen) and the Popular Democratic Re-
public of Yemen (South Yemen). North Yemen achieved independence 
from the Ottoman Empire in 1918, whereas South Yemen was a British 
colony called Aden, from 1839 until its independence in 1967. The Zaydi 
Kingdom – an offshoot of Shiite Islam –, was established in the North 
and ruled as an absolutist monarchy until 1962, when the last King was 
overthrown, after which this area became the Arab Republic of Yemen, 
or North Yemen2. Saudi Arabia amputated the Zaydi Imamate territory: 
part of the Asir region in 1921, and the rest of Asir and Najran and Jizan 
regions in 1934. This circumstance helps to understand why there is such 
great resentment towards Saudi Arabia in Yemen. However, the change 
of regime did not serve to prevent a civil war between the Monarchists, 
who received support from Saudi Arabia, and the Republicans who were 
assisted by Egypt with material aid and troops. The war lasted until 1970, 
when the Republicans finally imposed their will.

In the South, in the Aden Region, anti-British insurgent groups began to 
appear in 1963, their objective being to achieve total independence not 
subject to British influence. The political violence and the guerrilla attac-
ks forced the United Kingdom to negotiate with the rebels, and in 1967 
the former British colony became the Popular Democratic Republic of 
Yemen or South Yemen, the first communist Arab State with a Marxist 
orientation.

Two brief civil wars flared up between the two States in the next few years 
(in 1972 and 1979), which eventually led to a ceasefire brought about by 
the Arab League and, as from 1981, a unification project to establish one 
single State. On 22nd May 1990, the two Republics merged into one single 
Republic, known as the Republic of Yemen, with Ali Abdullah Saleh as the 
President of the new unified State3. However, the political differences be-
tween north and south remained, the south considering that it had been 

2 DRESCH, Paul, A History of Modern Yemen, Cambridge University Press, 2000, Page 
115.
3 «1978, Ali Abdallah Saleh named as president of YAR». Yemen Profile, BBC, 26th 
October 2013.
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discriminated against, which prompted another minor civil war in 1994 
with the victory of the north. Nevertheless, the discontent in the south 
regarding the union was not dispelled by the defeat, and it has remained, 
with the support of Saudi Arabia, until the present time.

The invasion of Kuwait and the Gulf War in 1990, gave rise to the first do-
mestic demonstrations against what was considered to be North Ameri-
can interference in Arab affairs. As a non-permanent member of the U.N. 
Security Council at that time, Yemen abstained in a variety of resolutions 
affecting the situation, and even opposed the «use of force»4, which led 
to reprisals from the United States5 and from Saudi Arabia, which then 
proceeded to expel from its territory the 800,000 Yemeni citizens who 
were living on Saudi soil6. The consequence of this was deep resentment 
in broad sectors of Yemeni society, especially in the North, towards the US 
Policy, as well as intense opposition to the excessive complacence of the 
Saudi authorities with regard to this policy. Yemen turned into a breeding 
ground for an incipient Jihadist-style terrorism that was strengthened by 
the fact that numerous Yemeni combatants were returning from the war 
in Afghanistan once the Soviet forces had withdrawn from that country7.

Land of rigorous faith, Yemen provided a large contingent of combatants 
for the international Jihad after the Afghan War. Therefore, it is hardly 
surprising that it was in Yemen in October 2000, where a suicide attack 
was perpetrated against the US destroyer USS Cole, causing the death of 
17 seamen. The attack, attributed to al-Qaeda, pushed President Saleh to 
align himself with the «War on Terror» that had been launched by the US 
President George W. Bush after the 11thSeptember terrorist attacks. As a 
result of this, political violence spread, leading to an increase in the Pre-
sident’s executive powers, which were confirmed by referendum in 2001.

The Houthi rebellion

Approximately 42% of the population in Yemen are followers of a Shiite 
Islamic tendency known as Zaydi, found almost exclusively in that country 
(the rest of the inhabitants are Sunni with a small minority of Ishmaelites, 
also Shiites), whose origins go back to the prophet Mohammed himself. 

4 «Persian Gulf War, Desert Storm: War with Iraqi», Laughtergenealogy.com, 22nd Jan-
uary 2014, http://www.laughtergenealogy.com/bin/histprof/misc/desertstorm.html.
5 «Fighting al-Qaeda: The Role of Yemen’s President Saleh», Realclearworld.com, 17 
December 2009.
6 HILL, Ginny, «Yemen’s point of no return» The Guardian, 1st April 2009, http://www.
theguardian.com/commentisfree/2009/apr/01/yemen-guantanamo-al-qaida.
7 Nearly half the prisoners sent to Guantanamo after the 2001 terrorist attacks were 
from Yemen. For example, see GOURDIN Patrice, «Le Yémen en crise». . Essai d’analyse 
géopolitique. La Revue Géopolitique, 10th July 2011, http://www.diploweb.com/Le-Ye-
men-en-crise-Essai-d-analyse.html.
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It was that minority that governed the country for 1,000 years, until they 
were deposed in 1962 after a republican revolution. From that point on, 
the Zaydis started to become excluded, as they were regarded as a sort 
of «fifth column» within the State.

In the 80s last Century, the Government began to subsidise Koranic 
schools and Saudi-style mosques in the heart of the Zaydi region, in an 
attempt to weaken their identity, which motivated a furious reaction from 
the followers of this tendency. The Zaydis produced their own religious 
ideology of the «revivalist» kind8, which considered Saudi Arabia as its 
main enemy, because of its intolerance towards the Shiites. They took 
their inspiration from the 1979 Iranian Revolution, including the latter’s 
opposition to any Western interference in Middle East affairs. «Death to 
America»9, was a typical slogan chanted in mosques and at Zaydi political 
meetings, and it was their resistance to Yemeni policies that led them to 
taking up arms as from 2003.

At is outset, the Houthi movement was a youth organisation, «the Believing 
Youth», founded in 1992 by the brothers Mohammed and Hussein Al-Houthi 
based upon a moderate religious ideology that preached tolerance and had 

8 WORTH Robert F. «Yemen, The Houthi Enigma», The New York Review of 
Books, 30th March 2015, http://www.nybooks.com/blogs/nyrblog/2015/mar/30/
yemen-houthi-enigma/.
9 Ibidem.
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a broad view of Yemeni society10. During the next few years they specialised 
in organising summer camps and youth clubs mainly in the Province of 
Saada where the Houthis were the majority. However, they were also in-
doctrinated with a supposed «Zaydi Renaissance». Their religious training 
was based upon the Lebanese experience and followed the teachings of 
the Shiite Lebanese academic Mohammed Hussein Fadlallah and the Se-
cretary-General of the Lebanese Hezbollah party Hassan Nasrallah11.

The invasion of Iraq by an international coalition led by the US forces, brou-
ght about a major radicalisation within the youth movement, which in those 
years received up to 20,000 people at its youth camps. The wave of protest 
was growing to the point that «the Believing Youth» adopted an anti-Ame-
rican and anti-Jewish standpoint, which expressed itself in an increasingly 
manifest way after prayers of Fridays in the Saleh mosque in the capital, 
Sana’a. The repeated nature of the protesting ended up by attracting the 
attention of the Yemeni Authorities, who were afraid that their behaviour 
could turn into a protest against them and into an attempt to establish the 
Shiite religious law, so in 2004 they proceeded to arrest 800 of the move-
ment’s followers, while at the same time President Ali Abdula Saleh invited 
their leader Hussein Al-Houthi to talks, but this invitation was refused.

The consequence of this was that the Yemeni Authorities issued a warrant 
for Hussein Al-Houthi’s arrest, to which Al-Houthi responded with a call 
for an uprising to overthrow the Government. Hussein’s death in Septem-
ber 200412, far from quelling the unrest, added fuel to the flames, because 
of the brutality and incompetence of President Saleh, and the insurgen-
cy continued to gather momentum led by Hussein’s brother Abdelmalik. 
The Houthi Movement grew in size and influence, winning sympathy from 
the tribes in the north, who would directly suffer the effects of a dispute 
that flared up intermittently until an agreement was reached in February 
201013. Before this could be achieved, the Government had to launch a 
major offensive against the Shiite insurgency, with Saudi aid, displacing 
tens of thousands of people mainly in the northern provinces.

Yet in spite of the apparent peace, the underlying causes of the uprising 
were not sufficiently dealt with, so sabres continued to rattle, with the 
Houthis waiting for a better opportunity for their claims to be met.

10 SALMONI Barak A., LOIDOLT Bryce, WELLS Madeleine, «Regime and Periphery in North-
ern Yemen: The Houthi Phenomenon», RAND. 2010. http://www.rand.org/content/dam/
rand/pubs/monographs/2010/RAND_MG962.pdf. Also, «Yemen’s Abd-al-Malik al-Houthi».
BBC. 3rdOctober 2014, http://www.bbc.co.uk/monitoring/yemens-abd-almalik-alhouthi.
11 Ibidem.
12 «Yemeni Forces Kill Rebel Cleric», BBC News. 10th September 2004, http://news.
bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/3643600.stm.
13 AL BATATI, Saeed, «Who are the Houthis in Yemen?» Al Jazeera. 21stAugust 2014, 
http://web.archive.org/web/20140823035209/http://www.aljazeera.com/news/mid-
dleeast/2014/08/yemen-houthis-hadi-protests-201482132719818986.html.
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Apart from the Houthi´s insurgency question, during those first years of the 
millennium, the separatist tendency also began to re-emerge in the south of 
the country, a region that still retained many of the political structures and 
loyalty ties that dated back to when it was an independent Communist State 
between 1962 and 1990. After the brief war in 1994 that ended with Sana’a 
regaining control over the south, the Yemeni Government took the initiative 
of sending to retirement a large number of civil servants and members of 
the armed forces from the south, and these reacted by forming associations 
to defend their rights. Their requirements became increasingly demanding 
as they received greater popular support, until 2007when they turned into a 
political movement known as Al-Harak al-Janoubi, the «Southern Separatist 
Movement»14, whose aim was to obtain independence for the south of the 
country. Ever since, the movement has fluctuated between a conciliatory po-
sition that was content by simply calling protest demonstrations, and a real 
armed confrontation directed against the country’s authorities.

The establishing of Al-Qaeda in Yemen

Yemen has not only had to face political challenges, but also to confront 
the increasing power exerted by the organisation al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP), a subsidiary of Al Qaeda in the area, officially proclai-
med in January 2009, whose combatants are mainly Yemenis and Saudis. 
This organisation, which regards the Zaydi Shiites as heretics who must 
be eliminated, has turned the provinces in the south of the country into 
their stronghold from which to commit acts of terrorism against the Ye-
meni and Saudi Arabian authorities.

The first al-Qaeda militants gained a foothold in Yemeni territory at the 
end of the war against the Soviets in Afghanistan, when numerous Yemeni 
citizens returned from combat and spread the radical Salaphist doctrines 
expounded by their leaders Osama bin Laden and Zayman Al-Zawahiri. 
Nevertheless, the first spectacular attack to be perpetrated by a Jihadist 
cell in Yemeni territory did not take place until the year 2000. On 12thOcto-
ber the USS Cole belonging to the US Navy was attacked while refuelling 
in the Port of Aden leaving 17 dead15.

For the next few years, Yemen was used by al-Qaeda – which in January 
2009 became al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) after the merging 
of the Arabian and Yemeni branches –, as a safe haven and base for com-
missioning a series of terrorist attacks mainly in Saudi Arabia, but also in 
Yemen, such as the one perpetrated on 17thSeptember 2008, when the US 

14 «Is South Yemen Preparing to Declare Independence?» Time. 8th July 2011, http://
content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2081756,00.html.
15 «USS Cole Bombing Fast Facts», CNN Library, updated 8th October 2014, http://
edition.cnn.com/2013/09/18/world/meast/uss-cole-bombing-fast-facts/.
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Embassy in Sana’a was attacked leaving 18 dead and 16 injured. Further-
more, the failed attempt by the Nigerian Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab16 to 
destroy the Amsterdam-Detroit Northwest Airlines Flight on 25thDecember 
2009 brought about an intensification of antiterrorist activities from the Ye-
men Authorities, because the perpetrator had been sent from Yemen.

During the early years of the century, the USA gradually stepped up its attacks 
using drones (unmanned aircraft) targeting local terrorist leaders. Thus on 24th 

December 2009, a drone attack took place against a meeting of al-Qaeda mili-
tants killing 30 of them, although the US and Yemeni activist and cleric, Anwar 
Al-Awlaki head of the AQAP’s «external operations», did manage to escape, for 
being eventually killed in a similar attack on 30thSeptember 201117.

In August 2010, the Yemeni Army launched a major offensive against the 
city of Lawdar, under al-Qaeda control, in which several militants and 
local leaders were killed. Al-Qaeda reacted the following month by oc-
cupying the city of Hata in the south of the country, which led to a coun-
terattack by the Army, which managed to regain control over it later that 
month after serious fighting.

But perhaps the most important battle against the Islamists took place in 
May 2011, when on 27th, around 300 militants attacked and occupied the 
coastal city of Zinjibar of about 20,000 inhabitants18. For the next few months 
the terrorists entrenched themselves inside the city, while the Army tried to 
oust them with aerial bombings and artillery fire. On 4th March, the Jihadists 
launched an attack against an artillery barracks on the outskirts of the city 
killing 187 soldiers, taking 73 prisoners and seizing all the military material. 
The late arrival of Government reinforcements due to a sandstorm, merely 
served to heighten the intensity of the defeat. A group calling itself Ansar 
al-Sharia («Supporters of Islamic Law») claimed responsibility for the attack, 
although this was generally considered to be just a new name for the local 
al-Qaeda, to sound more appealing to the rural population.

The Government´s reaction was to launch a major offensive with hun-
dreds of soldiers the same month, against Jihadist positions in the Pro-
vince of Abyan. After major combats, they eventually took the city of Zinji-
bar at the end of April. The Jihadists were driven out to the mountainous 
zones nearby, where they were repeatedly attacked by US drones. By the 
end of 2011, the number of casualties had risen to 800, with approxima-
tely the same amount on each side.

16 NOSSITER Adam, «Lonely Trek to Radicalism for Nigerian Terror Suspect», The 
New York Times 17th January 2010, http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/17/world/af-
rica/17abdulmutallab.html?hp&_r=0.
17 MILLER, Zeke J., «Here’s the Secret Memo that justified Anwar al-Aw-
laki Killing», TIME Magazine, 23rd June 2014, http://time.com/2912137/
memo-anwar-al-awlaki-doj-drone/#2912137/memo-anwar-al-awlaki-doj-drone/.
18 «Suspected al-Qaeda militants seize Yemeni town». France24.com. 29thMay 2011.
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One of the worst attacks perpetrated by AQAP during that time was with 
light arms and explosives against al-Aradi hospital, inside the Ministry of 
Defence complex in Sana’a, in December 2013. The attack left56dead and 
injured a further 214, 13 members of the organisation being killed, most 
of them Saudi citizens19.

It could be said that throughout these years, the organisation was specialising 
in carrying out selected terrorist attacks especially in Sana’a, targeting army 
officers, the police and political leaders, as was the case with the representa-
tive of the Houthis at the National Dialogue Conference, the academic Ahmad 
Ashrafeddín, who was gunned down in the capital on 21st January 201420.

In September 2014, when Houthi power was at its height in Yemen, al-Qae-
da sent a communication to the armed Houthis threatening to «scatter 
their bodies and blow their heads off» and accusing them of «comple-
ting the Persian expansionist project in Yemen». On 9th October, a suicide 
bomber carried out the threat and sacrificed himself21.

More recently, the Islamic State (IS) has made its appearance in Yemen. On 
31st May 2015, four car bomb attacks, the first terrorist action to bear the 
hallmark of this Jihadist group, were carried out at two Shiite mosques in 
the capital Sana’a and at a Houthi leader’s residence, causing 31 deaths. If it 
is true that the IS has managed to establish itself in Yemen, it will be taking 
advantage of the war and the chaotic situation the country is facing and will 
be attempting to expand. This presence of the Islamic State suggests that it 
could well be challenging al-Qaeda in Yemen, in such a way that its actions 
would serve to undermine AQAP itself, to IS´s own benefit22. Whatever the 
case may be, it remains to be seen which of these two organisations will take 
over the leadership of terrorism in Yemen, but it is highly likely that this will 
depend on the outcome of the war in such scenarios as Iraq and Syria.

The arab spring in Yemen

The Yemen Revolution in 2011 was just a continuation of what was going 
on at the time in other places in the Arab world, and its original aim was 

19 BARON Adam and BLACK Ian, «Yemen car bomb attack killing at least 52 ‘bears 
hallmarks of al-Qaida», The Guardian, 5 December 2013, http://www.theguardian.com/
world/2013/dec/05/yemen-suicide-car-bomb-attack-hallmarks-al-qaida.
20 SIALI Mohammed, «The Houthi Revolution in Yemen: Revolution or Mission by Del-
egation?», Al-Fanar Foundation, 10th October 2014, http://www.fundacionalfanar.com/
la-revolucion-de-los-huzies-en-yemen-revolucion-o-mision-por-delegacion/.
21 Ibidem.
22 «Fight between Al Qaeda and the Islamic State in Yemen», La Vanguardia 
Internacional, 18th June 2015, http://www.lavanguardia.com/internation-
al/20150618/54432378066/estado-islamico-al-qaeda-yemen-retando.html. «ISIS 
gaining ground in Yemen, competing with al-Qaeda», CNN, 21st January 2015, http://
edition.cnn.com/2015/01/21/politics/isis-gaining-ground-in-yemen/.
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to denounce corruption, the population’s poor economic conditions and 
also President Saleh’s attempt to modify the constitution to perpetuate 
himself in power via his son.

After serious disturbances in the capital that lasted several weeks and 
caused dozens of deaths, Saleh lost international support and was for-
ced to leave the country and head for Riyadh, the capital of Saudi Arabia. 
While there, he signed the political transition agreement presented by the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which he had previously rejected. This 
led to a legitimate transfer of power to his Vice-President, Abd Rabbuh 
Mansur Hadi.

Hadi then proceeded to announce the holding of General Elections in Fe-
bruary 2012, which proved to be a walkover, because no other candidates 
stood against him. However, he did commit himself to drawing up a new 
Constitution after the General Elections in 2014. Saleh returned to Yemen 
where, in spite of numerous criticisms from the Opposition, was guaran-
teed complete immunity, while at the same time his son General Ahmed 
Ali Abdula Saleh kept a tight rein over a considerable part of the military 
and security forces.

However, Hadi’s takeover of power did not bring an end to either the ins-
tability or the terrorist activity. On the very same day of the take-office 
ceremony, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula killed 26 republican guards 
in a suicide attack and three months later, did likewise in Sana’a where 
96 soldiers lost their lives.

The National Global Dialogue Conference got under way on 18th March 
2013, with a Government that showed itself to be weak from the outset, 
endeavouring to be a framework of reference for a peaceful political tran-
sition and the reconstruction of the State, after the resignation of President 
Saleh on which occasional the political and local forces (the Houthi Ansar 
Allah movement and Al Harak al Yanubi)23 took part. On 25thJanuary 2014, 
the National Global Dialogue Charter was signed, which set Yemen on the 
path to becoming a modern democratic State, giving a glimpse of hope.

The National Global Dialogue Charter included an important reference aimed 
at the Province of Saada, stronghold of the Houthi Ansar Allah Movement, 
which was considered to be the territorial focus of the crisis between the 
Central Government, the population and the elite in that province. It offered 
to guarantee freedom of religion to the Shiite majority that lived there and to 
prepare a comprehensive development plan for the zone that would enable 
it to overcome its exclusion and make up for the damage caused by the war 

23 COMINS MARTÍNEZ Jorge, «Yemen in the context of the Arab uprisings: from the 
System Crisis to National Dialogue», Documento de Opinión, Instituto Español de Estu-
dios Estratégicos (IEEE), 21st August 2013, http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_
opinion/2013/DIEEEO77-2013_Yemen_RevueltasArabes_JorgeComins.pdf.
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against the Yemeni Armed Forces. In return for this, the charter required the 
Ansar Allah Movement to allow the State sovereignty in Saada, hand over its 
arms – a condition that also applied to the rest of the militias - and enrol its 
armed groups in the state security systems and the Army.

However, as soon as the National Global Dialogue Conference came to 
an end, the Ansar Allah Movement exploited the political vacuum in the 
country and the weakness of the Army and rapidly became a movement 
with national prospects, so it ceased to be a product of the local crisis, 
or merely of identity or of exclusion24. The conflict that until that time 
only involved the Houthis and the Sunni tribes in the north, thus spread 
to other regions including the capital Sana’a. In July 2014, and after 
having taken strategic control over Imran, which separates Saada from 
Sana’a, the movement mobilised its followers in Sana’a, who took to the 
streets demanding social improvements. After violent clashes with mi-
litary groups close to the Muslim Brotherhood, they ended up by taking 
control of all the State facilities in the capital, including the international 
airport.

In September 2014, the Houthi anti-governmental forces led by Abdul Malik 
al-Houthi entered the capital and forced President Hadi to form a «Govern-
ment of Unity»25. The Movement then entered into a partnership status with 
the Government, without yet questioning the legitimacy of President Hadi.

It seems clear that the Houthis could not have made such quick progress 
without having been able to rely, amongst other things, on broad popular 
support in the zones that they controlled. Although many of those who 
supported them were not members of the Houthi population, the way they 
managed public affairs was better than the treatment provided by the 
State, which guaranteed them support not only from the inhabitants, but 
also from the top civil servants in the Yemeni Administration.

Iranian support cannot be ruled out either, whose intention would be to 
help the Houthi Ansar Allah movement to gain control over the political 
decision-making circles in Sana’a, by capitalising on the weakness of 
the Yemeni State and, by doing so, being able to eventually control, in 
the long term and through this movement, the Bab el Mandeb Strait that 
connects the Indian Ocean to the Red Sea, thereby augmenting Persian 
influence in the Gulf Region. Only this backing from Teheran would ex-
plain how the Houthis could obtain such a swift victory in apparently 
adverse conditions.

24 SIALI Mohammed, «The Houthi Revolution in Yemen: Revolution or Mis-
sion by Delegation?», Al-Fanar Foundation, http://www.fundacionalfanar.com/
la-revolucion-de-los-huzies-en-yemen-revolucion-o-mision-por-delegacion/.
25 «Yemeni Parties, Houthi Rebels Form Unity Government», Voice of America, 21st 
September 2014, http://www.voanews.com/content/fighting-continues-in-yemen-be-
fore-un-peace-deal/2457211.html.
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The attempts by the new Government to divide the country into six federal 
regions contested by the Houthis, brought increased pressure to bear, un-
til the new Government resigned in January 201526, Parliament was dis-
solved and power fell into the hands of a Revolutionary Committee led by 
Mohammed Ali al-Houthi. This coup d’état was rejected by the opposition 
forces and by the International Community, including the United Nations.

Hadi fled to his birthplace and stronghold Aden, in the south, on 21st Fe-
bruary where, in a brief television speech, he refuted his resignation, con-
demned the coup and called on the International Community to recognise 
him as the Yemen’s Constitutional President. He also officially declared 
Aden to be the «economic and temporary capital» of Yemen in view of 
the Houthi occupation of Sana’a, which he vowed to retake27. When ma-
king these declarations, Hadi seemed to be counting on support from the 
Arab monarchies in the Gulf that had been providing his Government with 
financial aid until it crumbled at the end of 2014, as well as on backing 
from the United States, that had used Yemeni territory to attack al-Qaeda 
targets with drones, and whose Government had supplied considerable 
military aid, albeit most of it was dilapidated28.

At the same time, his predecessor Ali Abdula Saleh, who was suspected 
of supporting the Houthis in their attempt to control the country, denoun-
ced Hadi’s declarations and publicly called for him to be exiled. This see-
med to show that he still regarded himself as a political stakeholder who 
could not be dismissed from the scenario.

Faced with this situation, the Houthis rejected mediation from the Gulf 
Cooperation Council and launched a military offensive towards the south. 
This decision was taken after the terrorist bomb attacks on the Shiite 
mosques in Sana’a, the Yemeni capital, for which one of the Yemeni bran-
ches of the so-called Islamic State29 claimed responsibility.

In a televised speech on 20th March 2015, the Houthi leader Abdul Malik 
al-Houthi stated that his group had taken the «imperative» decision to 
mobilise in view of the current circumstances and that its main target 
would be AQAP and affiliated groups.

26 SHARMA Swati, «Here is what’s happening in Yemen», The Washington Post, 22nd 
January 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/01/20/
whats-happening-in-yemens-potential-coup/.
27 «Yemen’s President Hadi declares new ‘temporary capital’», Deutsche Welle, 21st March 2015, 
http://www.dw.com/en/yemens-president-hadi-declares-new-temporary-capital/a-18332197.
28 SHARP Jeremy M, «Yemen: Background and U.S. Relations», Congressional Re-
search Service, 11th February 2015, https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL34170.
pdf.
29 CARRIÓN Francisco, «The IS claims responsibility for the suicide attacks that 
have left at least 154 dead in Yemen», El Mundo, http://www.elmundo.es/internation-
al/2015/03/20/550bfc1022601ddf6d8b4576.htm.
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Current situation of the conflict

The current situation of the conflict is basically marked by the results of 
the Houthi offensive in the Spring2015. On 22nd March 2015, the Houthi 
forces supported by troops loyal to ex-President Saleh occupied Taiz, the 
third city in Yemen, after only facing slight resistance, a clear indication 
that Yemen was progressively drifting into civil war30. The following day, 
they headed towards the strategic Bab-el-Mandeb Strait, a vital trade rou-
te through which many of the energy supplies pass, on their way from the 
Persian Gulf to Western markets. On 24th, they entered the Port of Mocha 
and on 31st, occupied the military base that protects the Strait, where the 
17th Armoured Division of the regular Yemeni Army surrendered without 
entering combat31. From that point, they made their way south-east to 
Aden, where Houthi advance troops had been in combat since 25th March.

However, it was not all a question of Houthi victories. In Lahij Province, 
where fierce fighting had taken place with the pro-Hadi combatants, the 
Houthis were able to take the Al-Anad airbase 60 km from Aden, which 
had been abandoned shortly before by the United States Special Opera-

30 «Yemen: Houthi militias take control of Taez Airport», RFI. 22nd March 2015.
31 «Key waterway under threat as Houthi militiamen advance», Saudi Gazette, 
24th March 2015, http://www.saudigazette.com.sa/index.cfm?method=home.
regcon&contentid=20150325238084.
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tions Command (SOCOM) that had been using it for years for its drone at-
tacks32. They even reached Dar Saad, a small town just 20 km from Aden. 
Yet on 26th March, not long after the combats had spread to Aden itself, 
the forces loyal to Hadi counterattacked bombing the airbase with Saudi 
support, preventing the city from falling into Houthi hands, although they 
did not manage to stop their offensive.

The Houthis did not have such luck in the battle for Dhale, on the south 
road to Aden, where on the 31st March they confronted a combination of 
forces loyal to Hadi and South Yemen separatists, assisted by aviation 
from the coalition headed by Saudi Arabia. The heavy losses suffered by 
the Houthis forced them to retreat to the north, leaving the city of Dhale in 
the hands of pro pro-Governmental forces and the separatists33.

Meanwhile, fortune appeared to smile upon the Houthis in the proxi-
mity of Aden where they had been confronting fragmented pro-Hadi 
forces since 25th March, which enabled them to advance from five 
different directions. At the same time as all flights were suspended, 
the forces pro ex-President Saleh took Aden International Airport, 
forcing Hadi to leave his «temporary capital» and head for Riyadh, 
the Saudi capital, where he was received by the Minister of Defen-
ce, Prince and second in line to the throne Mohammed Bin Salman, 
which could well have been interpreted as an indication of Saudi su-
pport for his cause.

For the next few days, Houthi forces tightened their grip on Aden, but 
came up against fierce resistance from the forces loyal to Hadi and from 
heavily-armed local residents. Air strikes from the coalition forces and 
back-up from the Egyptian Navy provided further support. Neverthe-
less, all these resistance efforts failed to prevent the complex that had 
been used as the Government’s temporary residence from being oc-
cupied on 2nd April, and the fighting then spread through the central 
districts of the city.

To prevent Yemen from falling completely into Houthi hands, Saudi 
Arabia in combination with the rest of the Gulf Cooperation Council na-
tions (except for Oman) embarked on a military intervention in March 
with the logistical support of the United States, bombing positions 
throughout Aden. To guarantee the success of this intervention, it was 
first necessary for the Arabian Royal Air Force to achieve control over 
the whole Yemeni airspace in a few hours, in such a way that the air 
strikes «would prevent the Houthi advance on the Hadi fortress» in 

32 «Yemen: forces hostile to the President seize a base close to Aden (military)», L’Ori-
ent Le Jour. 25th March 2015,http://www.lorientlejour.com/article/917483/yemen-les-
forces-hostiles-au-president-semparent-dune-base-proche-daden-militaire.html.
33 «Pro-Houthi brigade disintegrates in Yemen’s Ad Dali», World Bulletin, 1st April 2015, http://www.
worldbulletin.net/todays-news/157273/pro-houthi-brigade-disintegrates-in-yemens-ad-dali.
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the south of Yemen, as King Salman of Saudi Arabia stated34. Aircraft 
from Egypt, Morocco, Jordan, Sudan, Kuwait, the United Arab Emira-
tes, Qatar and Bahrain also took part in this operation35, which was 
condemned by Iran. Pakistan however, which Saudi Arabia had also 
asked to provide forces, stayed on the sidelines after a parliamentary 
vote to remain neutral36. Nevertheless, in keeping with a U.N. Security 
Council resolution, Pakistan agreed to send warships to impose an 
arms embargo on the Houthis37.

While the air intervention was under way, a small contingent of foreign 
forces from other Gulf countries was deployed, together with special Ye-
meni forces trained in Saudi Arabia. With the help of these, the forces 
loyal to Hadi were able to retake Aden on 21stJuly in Operation «Golden 
Arrow», providing relief for the inhabitants, for whom life had started to 
get very difficult. This offensive was extended throughout the rest of the 
Province of Aden, all of it being regained by Government forces at the end 
of the month.

The bombing campaign was officially terminated on 21st April, and repla-
ced by what was known as «Operation Restoring Hope» which is to be 
understood as a combination of political, diplomatic and military initiati-
ves whose purpose would be to bring the war to an end38. Even so, the air 
strikes against Houthi targets continued and the combats in Aden and Ad 
Dali carried on regardless39.

By the time this Chapter is concluded, all that can be said is that the 
situation is still confused. The Houthi Shiites and ex-President Saleh’s 
supporters are carrying on with their offensive in the south, combating 
simultaneously against the forces loyal to ex-President Hadi, the Islamic 
State, Al Qaeda, and Saudi Arabia, although their efforts are becoming 
increasingly half-hearted.

34 SHAHEEN, Kareem; KAMALI, Dehghan, «Gulf states consider Yemen ground offensive to 
halt Houthi rebel advance». The Guardian, 26th March 2015, http://www.theguardian.com/
world/2015/mar/26/gulf-states-yemen-ground-offensive-to-halt-houthi-rebel-advance.
35 «Egypt, Jordan, Sudan and Pakistan ready for ground offensive in Yemen: report». 
The Globe and Mail. 26th March 2015.
36 MUKHASHAF Mohammed, «Pakistan declines Saudi call for armed support in 
Yemen fight». Reuters. 10th April 2015, http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/04/10/
us-yemen-security-idUSKBN0N10LO20150410.
37 «Saudi warplanes bomb Houthi positions in Yemen», Al-Arabiya. 25thMarch 2015. 
http://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2015/03/26/GCC-states-to-repel-
Houthi-aggression-in-Yemen-statement-.html.
38 BROWNING Noah, «Saudis end air campaign in Yemen, seek political solu-
tion», Reuters, 22 April 2015, http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/04/22/
us-yemen-security-idUSKBN0NC2LD20150422.
39 «Saudi-led coalition launches air strikes throughout Yemen: residents». Reuters. http://
www.reuters.com/article/2015/04/23/us-yemen-security-idUSKBN0NC2LD20150423.



248

Ignacio Fuente Cobo

The role of external actors

As far as the regional stakeholders are concerned, Saudi Arabia and Iran 
are the two main adversaries. In Yemen, they are staging a covert fight as 
part of the global confrontation for the leadership of the Moslem world. 
On the one hand, Saudi Arabia presents its credentials as defender of the 
Sunni cause and thus defender of the positions adopted by the Govern-
ment of ex-President Hadi. On the other hand, Teheran has stepped in 
on behalf of the Houthi movement, which it deems included in the Shiite 
International led by Iran. In this geopolitical game, Yemen would be pla-
ying a supplementary role by letting Iran keep up a second front in the 
Saudi Arabian rearguard. If the outcome were favourable to Teheran’s 
intentions, this would be conducive to spreading the Shiite uprising to 
other States on the Arabian Peninsula, especially Bahrain, and even in 
Saudi Arabia itself, given that the easternmost province happens to be 
where most of the Saudi oil deposits lie, and there is a Shiite majority 
living there.

The threefold purpose of the Saudi military intervention at the head of a 
coalition of ten Moslem countries initiated on 25th March 2015 is, to stop 
the advance of what the Saudi’s refer to as «forces allied to Iran»40, to ex-
pel them from the geographical area that they have conquered and finally, 
to reinstate the former President Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi in power

However, the advance of the Houthi militias of Ansar Allah and their allied 
combatants supporting ex-President Saleh, in the four southern provin-
ces of Aden, Lahij, Abyan and Dhale in spite of the Saudi bombings, shows 
that the air strikes in themselves, lacked the precision and accuracy re-
quired to turn around the military situation. This has made it necessary 
in recent months to deploy major military forces on the ground, coming 
mainly from Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates and ente-
ring via the Port of Aden, which is under the control of Hadi’s supporters, 
but this is causing a large number of casualties41. In spite of this, the Arab 
monarchies would appear to be determined in their intention, as expres-
sed by Prince Mohammed Bin Zayed, heir to the throne of Abu Dhabi, the 
largest of the United Arab Emirates (UAE), «to purge Yemen of scum»42, 
so it seems unlikely that this offensive will be curtailed in the short term.

40 ESPINOSA, Ángeles, «Saudi Arabia leads an Arab military operation in Yemen», El 
Pais, 26th March 2015, http://international.elpais.com/international/2015/03/26/actu-
alidad/1427327690_787380.html.
41 «The Saudi coalition attacks Yemen after losing 64 soldiers», Reuters/El Pais, 5th 
September 2015, http://international.elpais.com/international/2015/09/05/actuali-
dad/1441481715_062683.html.
42 ESPINOSA, Ángeles, «Qatar is sending one thousand soldiers to fight against the 
Houthi in Yemen», El Pais, 7th September 2015, http://international.elpais.com/inter-
national/2015/09/07/actualidad/1441639514_082583.html.
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The USA is the main external stakeholder where this region is concer-
ned. Since Obama became President, the US has made major economic 
and military efforts to stabilise the Yemen Government and strengthen 
its Security Forces. For many years, drone attacks together with the 
cooperation of the Yemeni Authorities, have been the main backbones 
of the North American counterterrorist strategy in Yemen. In spite of 
the fact that there are serious suspicions about the underlying reasons 
for Yemen’s attitude to the Jihadist Groups – which became manifest 
as early as 2006, when 23 of al-Qaeda’s leading terrorists managed to 
escape from a Yemeni prison apparently without too much difficulty – 
43, support for the regime has been considered the only viable option. 
As the Secretary of Defence Ashton Carter put it in April 2015 «It is 
always easier to carry out counterterrorist actions when there is a sta-
ble government»44.

The Houthi offensive and the taking of the capital Sana’a with the 
consequent fall of the pro-American Government, has completely 
ruined the US anti-terrorist strategy in Yemen presented by Presi-
dent, Barack Obama, as a model for the fight against extremism. The 
Houthi advances have caused the US anti-terrorist forces to lose 
much of their intelligence information about AQAP’s positions, which 
had previously come from the Yemeni Security Forces, while at the 
same time the country is now under the political control of the Ansar 
Allah Shiite group, whose hostility towards the United States is pu-
blic and manifest.

In view of this, it is hardly surprising that Washington has supported the 
military intervention of the Arab coalition led by Saudi Arabia in Yemen, 
thereby making it clear that its strategic alliance with the Saudi Monarch 
is still intact. This support has consisted of providing intelligence, aerial 
reconnaissance and supplying equipment and munitions45.

However, this effort has also had negative geopolitical consequences, 
especially the strengthening of al-Qaeda’s franchise, because this or-
ganisation has been able to exploit the chaos caused by Saudi Arabia’s 
military attack against the Houthis – enemies of AQAP – for expan-
ding its territorial conquests. This situation accounts for the fact that 
certain US analysts have adopted a pro-Houthi stance, regarding the 
Houthis as the only effective force capable of making not only al-Qae-
da, but also more recently the Islamic State, retreat in Yemen. After 

43 PHILLIPS Sarah,«Assisting al-Qaeda.How U.S. Strategy Could Empower AQAP in 
Yemen», Foreign Affairs, 30th August 2015.
44 COOPER Helene and SCHMITT Eric, «Al-Qaeda Is Capitalizing on Yemen’s Disorder, 
U.S. Warns», The New York Times, 8th April 2015.
45 COOPER Helene and SCHMITT Eric, Ibidem. Also Angeles Espinosa, «Saudi Arabia 
leads an Arab military operation in Yemen», El Pais, 26/03/2015, http://international.
elpais.com/international/2015/03/26/actualidad/1427327690_787380.html.
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many years of air strikes with drones that have not yielded the results 
that were hoped for, in spite of the physical elimination of many of 
Al Qaeda’s leaders hidden in this country, there is still a certain be-
lief that without external intervention, the Yemenis in zones where the 
Sunnis constitute the majority would opt for AQAP. Proof of this lies 
in certain historic occurrences that are of great importance when it 
comes to understanding the present situation. Such examples include 
the fact that many Mujahedeen went back to Yemen after the Soviet 
withdrawal from Afghanistan, or that Yemen is the ancestral home of 
Osama bin Laden46.

Therefore, the current US strategy in Yemen must be understood in a 
complex global context in which the United States is seeking to find a 
delicate balance: on the one hand it needs to demonstrate that is still 
giving its support to Saudi Arabia in its fight against the Shiite threat, 
all the more so in a country like Yemen that is a backwater geogra-
phically distant from the main war that is currently being fought in 
Syria and Iraq. From this perspective, the US will have become an 
involuntary ally of the Islamic State terrorists who are also seeking 
to defeat the Houthi movement and to vanquish the Shiites themsel-
ves, who are considered to be heretic Moslems. On the other hand, 
the United States is aware of the fact that, in the event of the Arab 
military intervention failing, they will need Iran and its local franchi-
ses, such as the Houthi insurgents in Yemen, to defeat al-Qaeda and 
the Islamic State.

Conclusions and prospects

When this document was being completed, the military situation was 
still uncertain. Although the Arab coalition countries led by Saudi 
Arabia have had major tactical successes in the south of the country 
and have consolidated their situation through controlling the vital 
port of Aden, the air strikes are not having all the effects that were 
hoped for. The 10,000 soldiers constituting the ground intervention 
force would not appear to be sufficient to guarantee control over 
the zones that are currently in their power around Aden, where not 
only the Ansar Allah Houthis but also the AQAP terrorists, the Islamic 
State cells and the southern separatists can move at ease. Howe-
ver, the current priority of the intervention forces is still to go ahead 
with their ongoing operations against the Houthis and against those 
loyal to ex-President Ali Abdullah Saleh, with a view to retaking the 

46 GUTIERREZ O., «How the USA beheaded the leadership of al-Qaeda’s most active 
branch», El Pais International, 16th June 2015, http://international.elpais.com/interna-
tional/2015/06/16/actualidad/1434471594_949529.html.
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capital Sana’a, so an end to the confrontation is unlikely in the short 
term. Without a substantial increase in the number of soldiers it is 
also possible that there will be a security vacuum in the territories 
controlled by the coalition, which will benefit and augment the pro-
file of the Jihadist Groups and other armed groups that are fighting 
the State.

Furthermore, al-Qaeda, seem to be avoiding direct clashes with the Coa-
lition, in case this could cause the Coalition to change the direction of its 
military effort and target al-Qaeda not only in Aden, but also in the Pro-
vince of Hadramawt. In the latter, the terrorist group controls much of its 
territory, including the port city of Mukalla, thanks to tribal support. Wha-
tever the case may be, the lack of security and the consequent increase in 
terrorist activity heightens the risk of al-Qaeda or, eventually, the Islamic 
State, attacking the Coalition warships in the proximity of Aden, which 
would hardly be surprising if one remembers what happened to the USS 
Cole in 2000.

It could be said that, in spite of the violence involved in the dispute, Yemen 
has not yet reached the levels of sectarianism that are occurring in Iraq 
or Syria and it is feasible that, given the background to the conflict, the 
parties could be drawn into participating in political conversations in or-
der to come to an agreement, as long as a suitable formula can be found 
to achieve this.

Nevertheless, this option must be viewed with a certain degree of scepti-
cism. The most likely outcome is that the domestic situation in the coun-
try will continue to deteriorate, and that there will be a rise in the amount 
of combats spreading to a greater number of places, coupled with an 
increase in external intervention that will lead to a further spiralling of 
violence47. Unless this perverse spiral can be halted, the war in Yemen 
will end up in the same situation as the wars that are devastating Iraq and 
Syria. The Houthi rebels might even be successful in getting the conflict to 
spill over into Saudi Arabia – a country with which they share 1,459 km of 
practically uncontrollable frontier –, by taking actions like the one occu-
rred on 5th May 2015, when for the first time they entered Saudi territory 
and attacked the City of Najran, causing at least two civilian deaths and 
capturing five Saudi soldiers48.

In a context of wide confrontation in the Middle East that also affects 
Yemen and whose causes have not been sufficiently dealt with, the 

47 «Crisis Group Middle East Briefing No.45», International Crisis Group, 27th March 
2015, Page 8, http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/middle-east-north-africa/iraq-
iran-gulf/yemen/b045-yemen-at-war.aspx.
48 «Report: Saudi Arabia’s border with Yemen attacked», Al-Jazeera, 5 May 2015, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/05/cloneofcoalition-considers-yemen-humani-
tarian-tr-150505130815877.html.
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regional geopolitical tendencies certainly do not help to solve the pro-
blem. The uprisings in the Arab world in recent years and an upsurge 
in the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia, make the various parties 
reluctant to negotiate. Therefore, the major challenge when it comes 
to considering any negotiation lies in finding a path that will pave the 
way to gradually de-escalating the conflict, even if violence in other 
Middle East countries remains.

It is precisely this sectarian violence that should be the greatest 
incentive to the different factions to limit their actions, safe in the 
knowledge that they all have much to lose. Experience gained in 
recent years, shows that sectarian wars led by local stakeholders 
have produced very few winners. A political agreement is a much 
less costly way of obtaining advantages for all at a reasonable price. 
Military de-escalation ought to constitute the first step and the con-
dition required to be able to initiate political conversations aimed at 
reaching an agreement between the parties. Here, the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council countries, and especially Saudi Arabia, facing an inter-
vention whose outcome is uncertain, would have a major role to play. 
The same applies to Iran, the only regional power that can force the 
Houthis of the Ansar Allah movement accept a negotiated solution. 
Oman, a country that shares frontiers with both Saudi Arabia and 
Yemen, and that has good relations with Iran and has not taken part 
in the conflict, could be used as a mediator.

In summary, the most likely outcome is that nobody wins the war 
militarily, so the only way to stop the conflict and prevent a frag-
mentation of the country into zones controlled by the different ad-
versaries, is by political means, based on integrating all the parties, 
Sunnis and Shiites and enabling them to participate in power. That 
is the only way it would be possible to re-establish the security and 
political stability conditions needed to prevent opportunistic terro-
rist groups like al-Qaeda or the Islamic State, from capitalising on 
the current chaotic situation to spread their activities throughout the 
country. It is the only way to prevent a combination of regional con-
flict, sectarian violence, collapse of the State and militia supremacy 
from turning Yemen into a failed State and a threat to both regional 
stability and international security. This option is possible, but only if 
the Yemenis and their neighbours choose it.
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Geopolitical indicators

Surface Area: 527,968 km2

GDP

GDP Structure

Agriculture: 9.2%

Industry: 26.8%

Services: 64%

GDP per capita: 3,800 $ (est. 2014)

GDP Growth Rate: -0.2% (est. 2014), 4.8% (est.2013)

Trade relations
(Exports): 7.041 billion $ (est.2014)

Trade relations
(Imports): 10.39 billion $ (est. 2014)

Population: 26.737.317 (est.July 2015.)

Age Structure

0-14: 41.09%

15-64: 56.24%

Over 65: 2.67%

Population growth rate: 2.47%

Ethnic Groups: mainly Arab; but also Afro-Arab, Asian and European

Religions: Moslem 99.1% (65% Sunni and 35% Shiite), others 0.9%

Population Literacy Rate: 70.1%

Population below the poverty threshold: 54% (est.2014)

GINI Coefficient: 35,9 (2005)

Military Expenditure % of GDP: 4.02% (2012)

Chronology of the conflict

CHAP. VI Yemen, or how to become a failed State.

DATE EVENTS

1918 Independence of the Zaydi Mutawakelite Kingdom of North Yemen.

1961 Formation of the Arab Republic of North Yemen.

1967 Independence of Aden British Colony under the name Democratic Repu-
blic of South Yemen.

1990 Unification of the two States under the name of the Republic of Yemen, 
with Ali Abdallah Saleh as the President.

1992
The youth organisation “The Believing Youth” is established by the bro-
thers Mohammed and Hussein Al-Houthi, forming the basis for the Houthi 
Movement.

1994 Civil war between the Government and the Southern Separatists.
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CHAP. VI Yemen, or how to become a failed State.

DATE EVENTS

2000 Suicide attack against destroyer USS Cole causing the death of 17 sea-
men.

2007 The political movement Al Hirak al Yanubi is established with the aim of 
gaining independence for South Yemen.

2009 Creation of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) as a subsidiary of 
Al-Qaeda.

2010 Yemeni Army offensive against the City of Lawdar, under Al-Qaeda con-
trol.

November 
2011

President Saleh leaves the country and heads for Riyadh, the capital of 
Saudi Arabia.

February 
2012 Vice-President Abd Rabbuh Mansu Hadi wins the General Elections.

March 
2013

The National Global Dialogue Conference is established, framework of 
reference for a peaceful political transition and for the reconstruction of 
the State.

January 
2014 Signing of the National Global Dialogue Charter.

July 2014 The Houthi Ansar Allah Movement takes control of Imran, which separa-
tes Saada from Sana’a.

September 
2014

Communication from Al-Qaeda to the armed Houthis threatening to “scat-
ter their bodies and blow their heads off” and accusing them of “comple-
ting the Persian expansionist project in Yemen”.

September 
2014

The Houthi anti-governmental forces led by Abdul Malik al-Houthi enter 
the capital forcing President Hadi to form a “Government of Unity”.

January 
2015

Parliament is dissolved and the power is left in the hands of a Revolutio-
nary Committee led by Mohammed Ali al-Houthi.

May 2015
First terrorist attacks by the Islamic State against two Shiite mosques in 
the capital Sana’a and at the home of a Houthi leader, leaving at least 154 
dead and 300 injured.

March 
2015

The Houthi forces supported by troops loyal to ex-President Saleh occupy 
Taiz, Yemen’s third city.

March 
2015

The Houthi forces supported by troops loyal to ex-President Saleh attack 
Aden, the southern capital.

March 
2015

Saudi Arabia, together with the rest of Gulf Cooperation Council (except 
for Oman) embark on a military intervention, with logistical support from 
the United States.

April 2015
The bombing campaign was officially terminated, and replaced by what 
was known as “Operation Restoring Hope”, a combination of political, 
diplomatic and military initiatives.

July 2015 Forces loyal to Hadi retake Aden with the help of the Coalition.
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seven

Iran’s foreign policy and its inner reflection
Federico Aznar Fernández-Montesinos

Abstract

The recent nuclear agreement achieved between G5+1 and Iran suggests 
the possibility of its return to the International Community, what would 
probably bring a change in the Middle East existing relations having into 
account that Iran is involved in many of the live conflicts in the area, at 
their nowadays especially effervescent state. On the other hand, this 
change will transform a millenary, solid and well-built country, and the 
country is ready for that to arrive.

Key Words

Iran, Middle East, Nuclear Agreement, Afghanistan, Revolution.
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Introduction

Iran literally means «Land of the Aryans». This name, which in 1935 re-
placed the ancient name of Persia, seemed to be attempting to express a 
constant demand for purity that wished to accompany the country in all 
its decisions.

A nation of contrasts and paradoxes. Gaining insight into it means getting 
to know a reality that is young, booming, educated, hospitable, in trans-
formation1, which seems to be close to emerging. It also means apprecia-
ting the singular parallels that it has with our country. Iran is contradic-
tory, almost to the point of being schizoid. The so-called Revolution has 
stagnated and society is trying to escape from its rigidness by finding 
loopholes in the system and adopting strange ways of doing things.

The past and present events and the policies in the country have been 
the subject of much news and many analyses. One could even talk of an 
intoxicating intention in this. The fact of the matter being that many stu-
dies, for those who know the reality from first-hand experience, range 
from wildly enthusiastic to apocalyptic, depending on whether they are 
presenting, from the interior or the exterior – opposing interests are often 
concurrent –, Iranian leaders as a sort of irrational individuals whose re-
ligious zeal is capable of leading them to destroy themselves and every-
body else in an endeavour to achieve their mystical objectives. It is indeed 
true to say that, although the situation has become more moderate since 
the arrival of Hassan Rouhani, first his actions and then his defiant rheto-
ric have distanced Iran from the international community for a long time.

The point is that there are no irrational stakeholders, but rather indivi-
duals invested with rationality and specific interests. And at the present 
time, it is academics, Doctors that are not generally licensed as such, who 
prevail in the Iranian Government.

Geography provides the answer to many questions; the destiny of States 
is written on their Geography. In this regard, Iran is a country that occu-
pies an area that is crossed by various fracture lines - religious, ethnic, 
linguistic, cultural -, it had frontiers –until the creation of the buffer State 
of Afghanistan in the context of the Great Game –with the Indian, Turkish, 
Russian and Chinese Empires.

Iran, like the God Janus, with two faces looking in opposite directions, 
from one side to another, between conflicts. Its concurrenceis necessary, 
not to say essential, for their resolution. All in all, it is the passageway to 
the Near East, the Caspian, the Caucasus and Central Asia; in fact, it has 
no less than 17 land and sea frontiers.

1 KEDDIE,Nikki R. Modern Iran. Verticales de Bolsillo.Barcelona2009.
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These circumstances make it the subject of international attention, a 
sort of fault line lying midway between several worlds, what Brzezinski 
pinpointed as being one of the five geopolitical pivots of Eurasia, a stra-
tegic crossroads.

Background to the conflict

The Country

Iran occupies a huge area, 1,698,195 km2, little over three times the size 
of Spain. It has 81 million inhabitants, approximately 1% of the world’s 
population.

Its GDP is ranked thirty-third in the world and its Per Capita Income 
is17,100 dollars (2014 est.), while at the same time the second largest 
proven oil and gas reserves lie within its territory. The inefficient eco-
nomic system is close to a centralised economy. In fact, the State is om-
nipresent, controlling between 67%and 88%2 of the GDP. Furthermore, 
between 80% to 85% of the income from exports and 70% of the State 
income was dependent, in 2007, on oil, giving rise to a rentist economy3 
and to a growth that could be described as impoverishing, because al-
though it cannot be regarded as a case of «Dutch Disease», it has caused 
many imbalances by promoting a culture of subsidies and by discoura-
ging innovation. However, the country does try to innovate and research 
and endeavours to possess a technology of its own.

Iran was a developing State before the Revolution; between 1960 and 
1979 growth stood at 9% per year; then, after the serious economic re-
cession after the Revolution and the war against Iraq, Iran grew between 
1989 and 2003 at a rate of 7.5%, but in recent years this growth has gone 
into recession mainly as a result of the economic sanctions, especially 
the financial sanctions, imposed as a consequence of its nuclear pro-
gramme4.In fact, it is estimated that its GDP shrank by 6.6% in 2012 and 
by 1.9% in 2013, but underwent a growth of 1.5% in 2014. The unem-
ployment rate was approximately 10.4% in 2014, although some sources 
consider that it was as high as 20%, whereas inflation reached 39.3%5 in 

2 MALEKI, Abbas. «Where is Iran Heading?» Various Authors La Vanguardia Dossier Nº 
24/ 2007 «Iran from the Inside» Page 29.
3 HAKIMINIAN, Hassan «The Economy after the revolution» Various Authors La Van-
guardia Dossier Nº 24/ 2007 «Iran from the Inside Page 75.
4 KHOSROKHAVAR, Farhad «The New Iranian Society and Conservative Political Power» 
Various Authors La Vanguardia Dossier Nº 24/ 2007 «Iran from the Inside» Pages 8-15.
5 KHAJEHPOUR, Bijan. «The Impacts of Internal and External Tensions on the Iranian 
Economy» in Middle East Program. Occasional paper, 2011.
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2013 and 19.4% in 2014, which already led to devaluation. All these pro-
blems can be noted in the street6.

The economy has a deficit in food (30%) and petrol for consumption has 
to be imported. All of this is combined with an unequal distribution of the 
oil wealth that puts more than 18.7% (2007)7 of the population below the 
poverty threshold. Only a small minority see the benefits of the country’s 
income. The 10% of the population with the highest earnings possess 
29.6% of the income, whereas the poorest 10% only have 2.6%.

Iranian Society

From a religious perspective, the country is mainly Shiite; more preci-
sely 89% of the inhabitants are Shiites8, 10% being Sunni, whereas the 
remaining 1% have other religious beliefs. It must be pointed out that 
the Baha’i faith, which was founded in Iran, has been subjected to severe 
persecution.

The country is ethnically varied as a result of its imperial past. The ethnic 
groups present in the country are 51% Persian, 24% Azeri, Giles 8%, 7% 
Kurds, 3% Arabs, 2% Lures, 2%Baluchis, and Turkmens9. There are also 
many languages, of which Farsi is the main one, being the mother tongue 
of at least half the population and the lingua-franca for all. A society with 
such a composition cannot be monolithic.

Iranian society is in additional young society. In fact, its population has 
doubled since the Revolution, which means that around 35 million Ira-
nians are less than 20 years old, although the demographic growth rate 
has declined considerably as a result of the new customs, falling to about 
the same level as in Spain. The average age is 28.3 years. Furthermo-
re, the population has become increasingly urban, the percentage of city 
residents rising from 40 to 73.4 %, which has led to the emergence of a 
powerful urban proletariat.

The Institutional System

The country’s outward image is certainly not one of a working democracy. 
The faces of the religious and political leaders inundate the streets, while 
the national television channels are filled with clerics in the heart of so-
cieties that, at least in the urban areas, would seem to be needing less 

6 Ibidem.
7 CIA World Fact Book.
8 Various Authors.«Dossier Iran2010».www.maec.es.
9 Ibidem.
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religious restrictions and more and better solutions to the problems that 
are besetting them.

The Iranian political system emerged out of a vision expressed by Kho-
meini in his work «Velayat e-faqhi» (The Juris consult Guardian), a sort 
of political theology bringing political matters closer to spiritual matters, 
establishing a cultural model adapted to democracy, Islamic democracy, 
in which all matters that are nor governed by religion are left open to 
political interpretation, him becoming a kind of guiding light for the rest 
of the Moslem world10.

With a view to this, Khomeini set up a series of bodies and established a se-
ries of balances and counterweights with which he aimed to seek a sort of 
internal consensus to prevent any kind of personalist authoritarianism11.

The four ideological pillars that support the Islamic Republic include one 
proposal for a massive educational effort: the inseparable nature of reli-
gionand politics, the recovery of Islam, a cultural revolution and the crea-
tion of the Islamic man12.

Thus, if on the one hand he inserts religion into politics, he also secula-
rises religious matters and ends up by putting the interests of the State 
first, through such bodies as the State´s Expediency Discernment Coun-
cil: the jurist in power can ignore the Sharia in the name of reality. Cle-
rics are thus inserted into the structure of the State and subjected to its 
reasoning13.

The system is accused of being an «impossible democracy»14 given that 
not all ideas can be debated, they are all subjected to a religious scree-
ning process, which detracts from their legitimacy and affects the quality 
of the democratic system, all the more so if one considers that those who 
have been democratically elected are subjected to the authority of those 
who have not been elected. Therefore, the clerics have political control 
over the regime that prevents the entry of peripheral elements, thus pre-
venting its regeneration.

And if that were not enough, the institutional neutrality of the State is 
questioned to such an extent that even the election results can be fal-
sified, which in 2009 gave rise to a «green tide» attempted to be seen 
in the context of the Arab Springs. There is also a strong but unstruc-
tured opposition that stays aside of the system. However, it is also true, 

10 YANN, Richard. «Shiite Islam». Editions Bellaterra, Madrid 1998.
11 ZACCARA, Luciano. «Iran: Political and Economic Society» Various Authors. Iran as 
a geopolítical swivel. Ministry of Defence 2010.
12 TOSCANO, Roberto. Op. Cit.
13 YANN, Richard. Op. Cit.
14 SCHIRAZI, Asghar «An Impossible Republic» Various Authors. La Vanguardia Dos-
sier nº 24/ 2007. «Iran from the Inside» Pages18-26.
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and this must be said, that Iran is the Moslem country that has been 
holding uninterrupted electoral processes for longer than any other.

The plastic visibility of the Revolution meant that the proposal for Isla-
mising modernity was felt to be a practicable reality, making all Islamic 
matters come to be regarded as Iranian matters and giving the country 
a new identity with a transnational vocation. Because giving Islam a re-
volutionary dimension freed it from being considered a backward factor 
whereas the West and its values were no longer considered to epitomise 
modernisation15.

Yet 36 years have passed since all that happened, and by trying to per-
petuate and institutionalise itself, the Revolution has stagnated and the 
embargo could well have given it the final blow. Incorporation into reality 
(international community) is the Thermidor of any revolutionary process, 
its banalisation in the sense proposed by Olivier Roy.

It must be pointed out, going beyond the frequent demonstrations of or-
ganised enthusiasm, that there is a gap between the official version and 
reality, between standard and practice, which is growing wider all the 
time. People get tired of having to bear the brunt of burdens while not 
being offered solutions to their problems.

And the truth is that although on the surface society appears to comply 
with the rules, the real state of affairs is different. For example, it is inte-
resting to observe how women have joined the labour market, in spite of 
the secondary role that was initially assigned to them (65% of teachers 
and students are women) and how their ways of life have also changed 
(they no longer marry as early, they have less children, there has been 
a sharp increase in the number of single mothers by choice, aesthetic 
plastic surgery is now regarded as normal), as is interesting to know that 
there are now between 2 and 3 million drug addicts16. In fact, there is talk 
of a loss of the sense of religiousness, which can be seen in the Govern-
ment campaigns to preserve and control personal behaviour and make it 
adapt to the Government’s own moral recipe.

However, it must be made clear that the Iranian regime is far from being 
monolithic; many factions, organisations and personalities are involved 
in the shaping of its policies, each one with its own particular interests. 
In fact, some authors refer to it as an «oligarchic republic», a mesocracy 
that does not respond to Western standards, established on the basis of 
clientelism and the sharing out of oil revenues17.

15 TOSCANO, Roberto. Op. Cit.
16 VATANCA, Alex. Republic Enemy – «US Policy and Iranian Elections». Janes Intelli-
gence Review, 2008 Page 8.
17 NASR, Vali. «The New hegemonic Power» Various Authors. La Vanguardia Dossier nº 
24/ 2007. «Iran from within» Pages 18-26.
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The beneficiaries of the oil dividends are, apart from the Revolutionary 
Guard, the Basij paramilitary militias, which is a force capable of mustering 
up several thousand men (some say up to 10million), the urban proletariat, 
the regime’s moral force or the revolutionary foundations that have a lot 
of influence, because they control around 25%ofthe GDP and do not pay 
taxes18.

These organisations and networks are, in turn, controlled by people as-
sociated with other members of the political-clerical-military elite throu-
gh family, economic, regional or political ties, which complicates the 
task of unravelling the web of relations that keeps the political system 
functioning19.

Another question is that the demarcation lines for the political parties do 
not match their Western equivalents and do not fall into the right and left 
dichotomy, constituting a plural and diverse mosaic. Iran’s political reality 
cannot be presented in black and white, with two major tendencies only, 
the official one and the opposition, ignoring the complex heterogeneous 
nature of the ideological and political fields.

Historical-Cultural Factors

Iran, Ancient Persia, is a millenary political structure that dates back 
to the first Water Empires, to the Achaemenid Dynasty with the achie-
vements of Cyrus II, who managed to expand the Empire to Africa and 
Europe. It is still possible to see near Persepolis, the remains of the tents 
erected by Shah Reza Pahlavi in 1971, to celebrate the 2,500 Anniversary 
of the founding of the empire, whose legitimacy he claimed.

Arab expansion occupied the geopolitical vacuum left by the Persian Em-
pire (634 A.D.) and the Byzantine Empire, but on the fragmentation of the 
caliphate, the Persian dynasties revived once again. There is a saying that 
states «Islam did not conquer Persia, it was Persia that conquered Islam», 
which is supposed to mean that Iran indoeuropeanised and desemitised 
Islam, imbuing it with its own defining features and giving it an Islamic 
mode of government that was no longer tribal but assimilated the ways 
of the great empires.

Therefore, Persian culture is above all a specific and distinct culture wi-
thin the Moslem world, that transcends all that is ethnic and religious; it 
is a nationalism with its own responses that uses the symbolic language 
of Shiism and its myths to convey a message that is linked to the predo-
minant culture among the country’s popular class.

18 SCHIRAZI, Asghar. «An Impossible Republic» Various Authors.LaVanguardiaDos-
siern°24/ 2007.«Iran from within» Pages18-26.
19 ZACCARA, Luciano. Op. cit.
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Farsi finally established itself as a language in the 9th Century, at the 
same time as Afghanistan was recovered by the Persians. The Mongol 
invasion took place in 1221, and in 1501 Shiism was declared the religion 
of the State, which paradoxically distanced them from some Iranised yet 
Sunni peripheral elements.

In the 18th Century, Ahmad Shah Durrani subjugated much of Iran and 
became the founder of modern Afghanistan. Its dominions stretched from 
the northeast of Iran, Afghanistan, the southern part of Central Asia to In-
dia, beyond the River Indus, Herat being one of the main centres of power. 
However, his successors were unable to hold on to it, and by the early 19th 
Century it was reduced to Kabul and the surrounding area.

Mohammad Shah then claimed that Herat belonged to Iran, entering the 
city in 1837, yet his attempts to gain control failed as a result of an in-
tervention by the Russian and British Empires, after which Afghanistan 
remained under British influence and served as a buffer against the Rus-
sians. Iran remained as an independent State, but suffered major territo-
rial truncations at the hands of Russians and British.

In1921, after a military coup, the Qajar Dynasty was replaced by the 
Pahlavi Dynasty. Unlike what happened in Turkey, the change did not 
bring about a Republic; this meant that not only did the new regime not 
have the seal of legitimacy that Atatürk enjoyed, but it also had to contend 
with a stronger and better organised religious power, without having the 
resources to control it. As a consequence, its ability to conduct a moder-
nisation was rather limited20.

The overthrow of Mosaddeghin1953by the Western powers and the re-
instatement of the Shah’s powers is one of the preludes to the 1979 Re-
volution and is a decisive factor in the way the USA is viewed. As a result, 
the successful westernisation process that the Shah embarked on under 
the name of «The White Revolution» as from1963 was associated with a 
dictatorial and corrupt regime run for the benefit of the privileged few 
and subject to US interests.

The traditional clerical power structures that had been conserved re-
acted by bringing about the fall of a heavily-armed regime, and did so 
with hardly any victims21. The Iran-Iraq War, which caused one million 
deaths, served to consolidate the regime but left the country afflicted by 
chaos and very deteriorated from an economic and military perspecti-

20 HALLIDAY, Fred. «Socio-Political Context: Iran’s Domestic Policy and its ef-
fects on Foreign Policy» in Various Authors. Iran Emerging Power in the Middle East. 
Implications for Mediterranean Stability.Strategy Notebook nº 137, Ministry of Defence 
2007, Page 28.
21 DEPLANHOL. Javier. The Nations of the Prophet. Biblioteca del Islam Contemporáneo. 
Editions Bellaterra.Barcelona1988, Page 667.
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ve22. However, the international community played silent accessory to the 
slaughter.

In spite of everything, historical events have caused a cultural expansion 
that has spread to the region as a whole. Afghanistan and Pakistan are 
regarded as artificial States. In fact, much of Afghanistan and Iran shared 
the same political space until 1857. This underlying communal substra-
tum, as will be seen, has had a major effect on Iranian action in Afghanis-
tan and allows for a better understanding where interaction between the 
two nations is concerned.

Apart from Art in general, the main Iranian legacy is its linguistic herita-
ge. Dari (a dialect of Farsi), for example, is the mother tongue of 60% of 
Afghans, strongly implanted in the western and north-western provinces. 
Persian was the language of the Court in Afghanistan and was also used 
by the Ottomans in diplomatic circles. Furthermore, it was the official lan-
guage of India until 1835; the second language in the country and the 
elites’ lingua franca of choice.

As a result, one can travel from Baghdad to Dhaka using Persian. Lan-
guages like Afghan Dari, Tajiki in Tajikistan and Afghanistan, Urdu in Pa-
kistan and Bengali in India and Bangladesh are either variants of Persian 
or languages with a strong Persian influence. By way of example, the su-
ffix «-istan», which means «place» and which serves as the demonym for 
many countries in the zone, is Persian in origin.

The idea of a «Greater Iran,» at least in a cultural sense, is wides-
pread and generates irredentist feelings presenting the country as 
being the victim of a historical deception, to the extent that in cer-
tain forums, Herat is presented as an Iranian province. However, Iran 
claims not to have irredentist aspirations. There is no desire to in-
crease the territory, although from time to time sporadic claims are 
made on Bahrain, reminding that it was once a province of Ancient 
Persia, and the country is still holding onto three United Arab Emira-
te islands that were occupied since the Shah’s times. Iran presents 
itself as a constructive «soft power» and a builder within the area of 
its cultural hinterland.

The Baluchi people are a Sunni minority who mainly live in South-East 
Iran and on both sides of the Pakistan and Afghanistan frontiers. They are 
the ethnic majority in Sistan and Baluchistan Province (around 600,000 
inhabitants midway through the 1980s).The Baluchi people speak In-
do-Iranian, different from Persian and more akin to Pashto, most of them 
being Sunni. These ethnic-religious differences have caused tension, Iran 
having been accused of persecution.

22 NÚÑEZ GARCÍA-SAUCO, Antonio. «Introduction» Various Authors, Iran as a Geopoliti- 
cal Swivel. Ministry of Defence 2010.
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The terrorist group Jundallah that operates in the zone is sheltered 
by Pakistan; its aim is the reunification of its Pakistani and Afghan 
brothers to form the so-called «Greater Baluchistan». Kurdish terro-
rism is also active and cooperates with Baluchis and other minori-
ties. However, the PJAK, which also operates from bases inside Iraq, 
is seeking greater autonomy for the 7 million Kurds who live in Iran. 
Both are Sunni groups, the difference being that the PJAK is rooted in 
Socialism23.

Azerbaijan is a Caucasus and Shiite country in the Post-Soviet space, 
which formed part of its Empire but more secular than its southern nei-
ghbours; it includes pro-Turkish and pro-Iranian parties in its political 
life. It must be pointed out that 21 million Azeri live in Iran, three times 
as many as actually live in Azerbaijan itself. As a living expression 
of the pragmatism of Iran’s foreign policy, it is worth noting that during 
the Nagomo Karabakh War, Iran supported Christian Armenia and con-
fronted Turkey.

Iran also has a high profile in Central Asia for historical, cultural and 
economic reasons. The Tajiks are one of the most numerous ethnic 
groups in Afghanistan; they are culturally Persian, mainly Sunni and 
amount to 27% of the population. This ethnic group has a higher cul-
tural level and plays a prominent role in the administration and the 
clergy.

The third most important ethnic group in the country is the Hazara, 
probably of Mongol origin and Shiite religion. This group is compo-
sed of 2.5 million Afghans, approximately 9% of the population. Their 
language, Hazaragi, is very very similar to Persian. Beyond the moun-
tainous central region of the country (Hazarajat), their traditional sett-
lement area, there is also an important population of this ethnic group 
in the western part of Afghanistan, especially in Herat Province (10 
%), which is the most densely populated zone and the most heavi-
ly influenced by Iranian culture. Significant numbers of Hazaras also 
live in Ghowr and Farah Provinces (39 % and5 %respectively)24. As a 
result, the number of Shiite Moslems is much higher than in other 
parts of the country. The strong presence of the Tajik ethnic group 
in the region (particularly in Herat), their main language being Dari, 
and among which there are considerable minorities of Shiite religious 
orientation (such as the Farsiwans or the Qizilbash)25 adds still further 
to this number.

23 VATANCA, Alex. Op. cit., Page 7.
24 ESTEBAN DE LAMA, Miguel Ángel. «Iran and the ISAF Mission in Afghanistan». Mono-
graphic Work for the III CSIFAS, Escuela Superior de las Fuerzas Armadas 2010.
25 Ibidem.
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Shiism

The percentage of Shiites ranges from 12 to20% of the total Moslem po-
pulation, between 120 and 250 million believers26. They are mostly found 
throughout the Middle East and as far as in India. They can be classified 
into three main groups: Arabic speaking Shiites, Persian speaking Shiites 
and Urdu speaking Shiites27.

As far as their geographical distribution is concerned, Shiite groups are 
the majority in Azerbaijan (75%), Bahrain (61.4%), Iran (90.0%) and Iraq 
(62.5%); the percentage of Shiites being considerable in Lebanon (41%) 
and Yemen (47%); while they are clearly a minority in Kuwait (30%), Pa-
kistan (20%) –the latter State being founded by the Shiite leader Ali Jin-
nah - Syria (15.3%), Turkey (20%), the United Arab Emirates (16%) and 
Saudi Arabia28. This distribution has come to be known as the «Shiite 
Crescent», whose central zone is occupied by Iran, who tries to act as its 
representative, and even the champion of its cause.

In 1501, the advent of the Safavid Dynasty in Ancient Persia served to uni-
fy it and put the religion at the service of a dynasty, forcing many groups 
to convert and contributing to the creation of a religious structure –hi-
therto unknown in the Islamic World–which to begin with subjected itself 
to the regime and served the regime’s purposes, strengthening the ma-
chinery of the incipient State. However, it later turned against the State 
and imposed its own dynamics29.

Shiism became established as an element of Persian identity, contribu-
ting to the diffusion and consolidation of this religion. However, the Shii-
tes of Arab origin were branded fifth columnists, while the identity of cul-
turally Persian groups who were Sunnis (such as the Tajiks) was affected.

The Shiites argue that the leadership of the community corresponds to 
the descendants of Ali, the last one of these being currently in Occulta-
tion. They have the dual status of being religious and political leaders and 
are named Imams. Until the last one arrives, the community relies on the 
guidance of expert jurists, the underlying reason for the creation of an 
ecclesiastic hierarchy.

Furthermore, Shiism is not monolithic, there being two main types: the 
Twelver (the main group) and the Sevener (or Ishmaelites; the Aga Khan 
representing one of its branches); there is also a third type, to which only 
a minority belongs, is the Fiver or Zaydi (a group with a more populist 

26 DEL PINO, Domingo. «Shiites versus Sunni» Revista Española de Defensa Nº 246 
November 2008 pages 62-67.
27 MARTÍN, Javier. «Sunnis and Shiites.The Two Arms of Ala». La Catarata editors 2014.
28 DEL PINO, Domingo. «Shiites versus Sunni». Op. cit.
29 MARTÍN, Javier. «Sunnis and Shiites.The Two Arms of Ala». Op. cit.
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theory akin to the Jariyies). The number (12, 7 or 5) indicates the last of 
the legitimate imams in the line, whose return after the Occultation will 
bring justice to the world once again.

The dogma does not set them apart from the Sunnis, but certain doctrinal 
elements are different, and especially their praxis: they believe that Ala 
is omnipotent, that Mohammed is infallible, and in the coming of the Fi-
nal Judgement, although these are all qualified. Nevertheless, the central 
role that is given to the return of the Occult Iman who returns at the end of 
time to restore justice can eclipse other fundamental concepts30.

As far as religious principles (Usul-ad-Din)are concerned, they are diffe-
rent with regard to the Adl (the autonomy of the individual facing divine 
justice) and, above all, they are different with respect to the Imama, i.e., 
the authority of the imams, legitimate community leaders and those who 
are able to interpret the hidden meaning of the scriptures; these - the 
scriptures - are thus recognised in a certain sense as incomplete without 
such mystical reference, which also bestows a certain degree of esote-
ricism on the religion, in contrast to the Sunni exaltation of the literary 
exegesis31.

Shiism considers that the prophets made the word arrive in the form of 
a book and present the letter of the revelation, but it is an encoded scrip-
ture that has to be deciphered; the Imam is the man who penetrates the 
esoteric dimension and conveys it to the initiated giving rise to a prodi-
giously fertile religiousness. The Koran is thus the «Silent Guide» and the 
Imam is the «Spoken Koran»32.

Twelver Shiism, the Iranian Shiism, is not monolithic either, i.e. it is not 
one single entity, far from it. It is a set of worlds, with spaces of undefi-
nition. In Shiism, there have always been different marja-e taqlid (sour-
ces of emulation, the maximum hierarchical level) religious leaders to 
be emulated by the believers, never just one though, so that plurality and 
diversity were guaranteed. Furthermore, they belong to different nations 
and schools (colleges) that compete against each other. Their teachings 
and mandates die with them33.

As a consequence, each Shiite community has its own interests, which 
causes inter-Shiite conflicts. Major personal and doctrinal rivalries exist 
even within the same branch and school (college), and these have on oc-
casions led to the assassination of great leaders34. Not even under the 

30 MARTÍN, Javier. «The Shiites». Foreign Policy. Journal April/May 2006 pages 14-21.
31 ARUFLO, Alessandro. «The Islamic World From Mohammed up to Now». Editorial 
Popular, Madrid 2002.
32 AL GHARBI, Iqbal «Shiism and the Maghreb» Akkar/Ideas, Primavera 2009 Pages 
20-21.
33 MARTÍN, Javier. «Sunnies and Shiites.The Two Arms of Ala». Work cited.
34 Ibidem.
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leadership of Khomeini was his authority uncontested in Iran, as some of 
his peers refused to accept either his authority or his major proposals. 
Such a situation occurred to a much greater extent in Shiism in neigh-
bouring countries, a case in point being Ayatollah Fadlallah, the founder 
of the Hezbollah ideological group. However, there are also points of con-
vergence such as the sacred cities and, especially, Karbala (in Iraq) where 
Imam Husain is buried, and this brings believers together on pilgrimages, 
doctrines, ideas, alliances and financing35.

Shiism is a religion in which quietism and radicalism, theocracy and se-
cularism all coexist; this is possible without there being any need to leave 
it merely by resorting to the doctrine. Such concepts as injustice, legiti-
macy and martyrdom are considered to be vital, while presenting itself as 
the religion of the dispossessed.

And the fact of the matter is that the Shiites have suffered thirteen centu-
ries of social margination (away from Ancient Persia and for one century, 
in Oudh State, India); they have been a minority subjected to domination, 
oppression and disinherited, whose history was closely associated with 
demonstrating the legitimacy of the fight to restore the Law of God on 
Earth; dispossession and oppression made them the pariahs of Islam 
but also moulded their character; a patient, untrusting personality, en-
dowed with a great capacity for suffering while at the same time fierce; 
as Kapuscinski said «Shiites are above all implacable opponents»36.

The injustice of the treatment given to Ali puts them conceptually in a 
state of permanent rebellion against authority. From that perspective, all 
Arab regimes are branded as illegitimate.

Shiism has thus become a counterculture37, but it has also managed to 
seize power. Speeches are given a messianic slant, with long narratives 
and rhetoric; all of this is a language of opposition to which is added a 
feeling of insult and humiliation inherent to a traditionally persecuted 
minority38.

Arab Shiites have lived under regimes that did not expressly recognise 
their identity and characteristics, they transformed from Arabic-speaking 
Shiites into Arabo-Shiites, and from there into Arab Shiites. The Shiite 
feature became more relevant than any other element of identity: ethnia, 
economic class, religion and culture39.

35 MARTÍN, Javier. «Los Shiites». Work cited. Pages 14-21.
36 Ibidem.
37 AL GHARBI, Iqbal «Shiism and the Maghreb» Akkar/Ideas, Primavera 2009 Pages 
20-21.
38 YANN, Richard. Shiite Islam.Editions Bellaterra, Madrid 1998.
39 MNEIMNEH, Hassan. «The Arab Reception of Vilayat-e-Fasquih.The Counter-Model of 
Muhammad Mahdi Shams al-Din».Current trend in Islamist Ideology/Vol 8.
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The Sunnis accuse the Shiites of being heretics, because they believe that 
Ali’s status is divine, which is a serious crime in Islam, that is: to be as-
sociators (shirk, to associate other deities with God) and polytheists. This 
is why they also accuse them of being hypocrites (munafiqun) and not 
having their hearts in Faith.

Furthermore, according to the Sunnis, the doctrine of Imams´ infallibility, 
places these at the same level as the prophet Mohammed so, the latter´s 
state of being the final and seal of prophets is being de fact brought into 
question; in Wahhabis judgement, Shiism presents the Koran as imper-
fect, since it cannot be interpreted in itself but has to be correctly inter-
preted by the Imams. One of the most widespread beliefs of the Wahhabis 
is that Shiites think that killing Sunnis is justifiable (nasibi)40.

Shiites, on their part, consider that the Koran does not include all the 
revelation, that some verses have been omitted (specifically those that 
give the power to Ali, Surat al-wilaya and Surat al-nurayn) and some parts 
of the hadith have been deliberately forgotten; but they- Shiites - have not 
reinserted them because this would be tantamount to creating a new re-
ligion, arguing that, accepting the example of Ali, who tolerated this, they 
are trying to preserve the community41.

Shiite resentment towards Sunnis is less pronounced. They generally 
compare the Wahhabis with the Jariyies, people who exceed the limits 
(ghuluw), uncultured nomads who after being Islamised, went back to the 
ignorance of life in the desert and are agents of the West, when compared 
to themselves, who are products of a more refined civilisation, a sort of 
superiority (shu´ubiyyah)42.

As far as facts are concerned, Shiism has historically been an object 
of persecution. Deobandi groups are behind the murder of Hazaras in 
Afghanistan; Shiites cannot find lodge for their identity in Saudi Arabia. 
Their distribution throughout the oil richest area of the Persian Gulf does 
not help to pacification and they are often viewed – or portrayed – as the 
pro-Iranian fifth columnists in the region. Funnily enough, the Wahhabi 
Razis, secular enemies of Shiism, determined that a considerable per-
centage of Arabs from Mesopotamia converted to Shiism.

In other cases, such as Bahrain (where the US 5th Fleet is based), this mo-
vement affected the Shiite majority in the country, subjected to the autho-
rity of Sunni governors, who treated Shiites as second class citizens (in 
fact, for years, they have been accepting Sunnis as citizens to make up for 
the demographic imbalance). As a result of the ensuing protests, troops 
from Saudi Arabia were temporarily deployed to try and control the mo-

40 BARM, Samuel. Work cited.
41 Ibidem.
42 Ibidem.
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vement, and Iran was accused of being the instigator. Bahrain makes the 
control over the eastern part of the Persian Gulf possible43.

The matter is that the Gulf States, as a consequence of the presence of 
considerable Shiite populations (Bahrain61.4%,I Kuwait33%,Yemen45%or 
the UAE17%)have ambivalent relations with Iran. Thus, Iran is regarded 
as a strategic threat that Saudi Arabia, in spite of its huge expenditure 
on security, cannot balance– this was the reason why in 1981 the Gulf 
Cooperation Council was established to face up to this threat-, yet Iran 
is also a privileged trading partner. The war in Yemen is portrayed as a 
conflict between two countries, Saudi Arabia and Iran that is fought in a 
third country.

Both blocks have generated Islamist movements that are imbued with 
their traditions. Sunni Islamism (mainly of Wahhabi and Deobandi tradi-
tion) is Hanbali (Qutb, Hassan Al Turabi, Abdallah Azzam, etc.) and looks 
back to the past, as opposed to Shiite Islamism (Ali Shariati, Khomeini, 
etc.) more consistent owing to the importance of its legal dimension and 
reconducted via clerical scholasticism, which does not prevent it from be-
ing imbued with Basij populism but coming across as being intellectually 
sounder44.

The margins of conflict between Sunnis and Shiites range, swinging and 
still without solution of continuity, between taqarub (reconciliation) of an 
ecumenical nature and takfir (excommunication) for its heretical nature.

This is so because way back in the 18th Century, Nadir Sha45 attempted to 
get Shiism to be recognised as yet another Koranic School of Islam, the 
fifth one. On the Sunni side, Shiism was also recognised as a School, the 
Jafari School, without any special distinctions with respect to the other 
Koranic Schools in the Sunni world, thus waiving its heretic status that 
made conversion to Shiism a commitment to Paganism46.

Similar efforts were also made from the Shiite world, beginning with 
Imam Khome in himself promoting, for example, the figure of Abu Bakr. 
Nevertheless, accepting the Shiites as a fifth Koranic School is difficult 
given that the dictates of any of them are valid for all the others. Further-
more, from a political realism perspective, the bridges between Sunnis 
and Shiites could also serve to strategically isolate Saudi Arabia.

In the past, the high profile that the Iranian regime gained by confronting 
Israel and the United States or developing its nuclear programme, made 

43 TALT, Robert. «Iran still center of middle east great game» at http://www.rferl.org/
content/is_Iran_still_center_of_mideast_great_game/3556457.html.
44 FRADKIN, Hillet. «The Paradoxes of Shiism» Various Authors. Current Trends in Isla-
mist Ideology Vol 8.
45 Shah of Persia, founder of the Afsharid Dynasty.
46 ELADALTMAND, Israel. Work cited.
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it popular and gave it recognition in the Arab world, which together with 
its organised missionary activities (teachers, cultural centres, etc., a «soft 
power») have led to a considerable rise in the number of Shiite conver-
sions coming from the Sunni world (Algeria, Syria, Libya, Lebanon, etc.); 
this has not only caused mistrust and the adoption of a hostile stance 
from those who had once felt receptive to the ideas of communion, but 
also brought about the institutional response from the Sunni countries.

However, while Iran’s high profile gave hope to the unintegrated Shiite 
minorities that backed its proposals, it at the same time complicated the 
process of assimilation and intensified the anti-Shiite discourse, as a re-
sult of the increase in power of a non-Arab stakeholder, which jeopardi-
sed the nationalistic perspective of some Arab sectors and their sense of 
identity.

Current situation of the conflict

Iran’s Foreign Policy

A country’s foreign policy is always a result of the way its domestic policy 
develops. There is continuity between the two; and the keys are inherent. 
What is more, in the case of Iran, it is not constant but evolutionary. We 
could define it as a policy in arabesque, a fruit of the contradictory nature 
of the forces that determine it.

Iranian foreign policy exists on three decision-making levels. First of all, 
there is the formal decision-making, secondly, informal decision-making 
and, finally, influences. Thus, multiple centres of power are involved: the 
Office of the Supreme Leader, the Parliament, the Presidency, the Guar-
dians of the Revolution, the religious class, plus both formal and infor-
mal organisations and councils47.

Although the decisions taken within the context of this logic are sound, 
because they are reached by consensus, they do have a chaotic aspect. 
There has always been a balance between the regional and international 
situation and the domestic situation. This balance has been affected by 
fluctuations and has generated uncertainties, yet it has managed to be 
reasonably consistent where action abroad is concerned48.

The analysis of this balance covers a wide range of aspects that as a con-
sequence intend to be done by subordinating them to a threefold: global, 
region a land concerning the cultural environment.

47 ZACCARA, Luciano. «Iran: Political and Economic Society» Various Authors. Iran as 
a Geopolitical Swivel. Ministry of Defence 2010.
48 NASR, Vali. Op. cit. Pages18-26.
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It might be useful to divide Iranian foreign policy into four phases: the first 
one in which the revolution was exported, running from 1979 to1989.The-
Thermidor of the revolutionary movement with its incorporation into the 
international system, first through President Rafsanjani and then through 
president Khatami, which was to last until 2005, in which the ascent of 
Ahmadineyad was to herald a new period of confrontational rhetoric. A 
return to moderation with Rouhani in 2013, a conservative receiving as a 
last resort, the support of the reformist sector, who seems to want Iran to 
be finally incorporated into the international community and hence fur-
ther moderation. The recent signing of the agreement with the G5+1 
would appear to be consistent with this logic.

There is one factor inherent to all actions taken abroad and that is vital in 
understanding all these questions, and that is the recognition of Iran as 
the great regional power in the Middle East.

In overall terms there are three aspects of Iran’s foreign policy that ne-
cessarily require a detailed analysis, namely: the policy towards its nei-
ghbouring countries, the challenge to the West and the nuclear question. 
These three as a whole are inevitably built upon the place that the country 
should occupy in the world, in Islam and in the region.

Rivalry with the West and the Nuclear Question

Relations between the United States and Iran intensified in the second 
half of the 20th Century, after the British left when the Anglo Iranian Oil 
Company was nationalised.In1953the USA instigated a coup d’état pa-
ving the way for a strategic relationship that during 29 years enabled 
Iran to play the role of gendarme of the West in the region.

The problems with Iran became emotional rather than rational. After the 
revolution, Khomeini portrayed the USA as wicked and threatening and 
as the «Great Satan», for having lent its support to the previous regime. 
When the North American country temporarily admitted the Shah, the 
personnel from the US Embassy were kidnapped and held hostage for 
444days,conditioning the Government’s action49.

The United States on its part has effectively surrounded Iran by deploying 
forces in Saudi Arabia, Iraq, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Iraq, Oman, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. There is a well-known joke in Iran 
in which it I stated that «Canada and Iran are the only two countries in the 
world that share their borders only with the USA»50.

49 CLAWSON, Patrick. «The red lines. How to progress in US Iran Policy». The Washing-
ton Institute Working paper. 2010. www.washingtoninstitute.org.
50 PATRIKARAKOS, David. Iranian Impasse.ISN, Center for Security Studies (CSS), ETH 
Zurich, Switzerland 2010.
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From a US perspective, the disagreements between the two countries re-
volve around the nuclear question, Iran´s opposition to the peace process 
and its support to international terrorism. Iran has traditionally required 
the USA not to interfere in its domestic affairs, to accept the legitimacy of 
the Revolution and to construct its relations on the basis of respect and 
equity. Iran wishes the United States to accept that Afghanistan, Central 
Asia and the Persian Gulf are its spheres of influence, making the country 
the great Islamic power, definitively relegating Turkey or Saudi Arabia to 
secondary roles51.

As a result the USA helped Iraq during the war (1980-1988), while at the 
same time diplomatically isolating Iran.In1996, the D’Amato Act, imposed 
sanctions on foreign companies that invested in the Iranian energy sector.

In2002the USA positioned Iran in the «Axis of Evil» while Khatami tried 
to improve relations by tacitly supporting the US invasion of Afghanistan; 
Iran responded to this declaration with a joint appearance made by all 
the representative lines of the regime including the spiritual leader Kha-
menei (backed by the hard-line fundamentalists),Khatami (reformist)and 
Rafsanjani(former President, technocrat)52.

Iran thus transferred its historic hate of Russia and the United Kingdom 
(as late as 2011 the British Embassy was attacked by a mob) to the Uni-
ted States making it the target of its anti-imperialist and anti-colonial 
propaganda, while at the same time endeavouring to measure its impor-
tance against that of its rivals, thereby making itself the leader of the Isla-
mic world. Hence its confrontation with the <Little Satan> (Israel), which 
it combats indirectly through providing support to such organisations as 
Hezbollah or Hamas in the complex Middle East scenario, capitalizing on 
political and leadership terms in the eyes of the Islamic world.

Iran has transferred to Islam the Shiite sense of vindication, thus attemp-
ting to present itself as the champion of a persecuted Islam and the guar-
dian of its essence.

This is epitomised by the case of Salman Rushdie. The action taken by 
Ayatollah Khomeini in condemning a Sunni writer of Indian origin (althou-
gh a British citizen) for the contents of his book, amounted to a challenge 
to the West, placed Khomeini at the head of the Islamic world and stren-
gthened his grip on power, while at the same time bridging the gap be-
tween Shiites and Sunni, retaking the initiative and once again putting 
Iran and its Revolution back on the international stage, giving both a high 
profile53 in terms of presence and visibility.

51 NASR, Vali. Op. cit. Pages18-26.
52 AMUZEGAR, Jahangir. «Iran crumbling Revolution» in the Journal Foreign Affairs 
January/February 2003. Pages 47-50.
53 YANN, Richard. Shiite islam. Op. cit.
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The result is a paradox: in the eyes of the West, Iran has championed 
the Arab cause, when in reality it is Persia; and the leader of the Islamic 
world when Shiism is in fact a minority branch of Islam that has traditio-
nally been persecuted.

The challenge to the West is in keeping with its anti-imperialist stance 
and its out-and-out defence of the principle of «non-interference» while 
at the same time supporting activities beyond its frontiers. One only has 
to mention the support Iran gives to such groups as Hezbollah or Hamas, 
which are included on the lists of terrorist organisations in some coun-
tries, as well as their past and proven participation in terrorist activities 
in Germany and Argentina.

The human rights issue is another cause for conflict that serves to de-
monise the regime, its own reformulation being a clear provocation. The 
violation of basic human rights such as the freedom of assembly, the ri-
ght to protest, freedom of speech, religion and the right to privacy, the 
violent behaviour of the law enforcement agencies, cases of torture or 
public executions, many in a blaze of publicity (by way of a challenge, in 
2014 at least 29 people were executed by hanging) using procedures of 
the past (minors and homosexuals included) have often been condemned 
internationally. In 2014, the authorities informed about 454 executions 
(more than in 2013, when there were 388 cases) whereas other sources 
claim that there were at least 743, many carried out in secret, the bodies 
of those executed being never returned.

Another burning issue that is topical is the nuclear question. In1957, 
Iran signed an agreement with the United States whereby the country 
would have 23 nuclear power plants by the end of the 20th Century. Kho-
meini was against nuclear weapons and ordered these projects to be 
abandoned54.

In 2002, satellite images revealed two secret nuclear sites and in2003; 
President Khatami announced that Iran was abandoning its uranium enri-
chment programme. When Ahmadineyad came to power in 2005, nuclear 
aspirations were resumed, and the country entered a confrontation with 
the international community as a whole.

Iran is a signatory country of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, 
and it is given the right to use that technology for civil means but 
whose conduct has proved to be unreliable.

Why should a country rich in hydrocarbons need nuclear power plants? 
The answer to this lies in the challenge that has been used as leverage to 
change Iran’s status in the region; it is difficult for Iran to be able to– or to 

54 CARPINTERO, Natividad. «The Iranian Nuclear Programme» Various Authors. Iran as 
a Geopolitical Swivel. Ministry of Defence 2010.
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want to- obtain the weapons like North Korea, while the West watches on 
powerless how the problem is cut into one slice after another like a piece of 
salami. Yet Iran isn’t North Korea, and the Middle East isn’t North-East Asia.

If there is one thing that the members of the Security Council plus Ger-
many (Group5+1) have agreed upon, it is that Iran should not have nuclear 
weapons. A nuclear Iran would alter the balances in the zone and could 
lead to an arms race in the region (Saudi Arabia and possibly Turkey 
would join such a race), as well as winding up Israel55.

The election of Hassan Rouhani, who had been head of the negotia-
tions team between 2003 and2005heralded the good results that 
were finally achieved. In fact, he stated that this confrontation was 
«unnecessary», recognising that it was symbolic in nature. It was 
always a «win-win» negotiation option.

With its programme, Iran has tried to take on technological (and indus-
trial) leadership consistent with a nationalism that requires results. It 
has been successful in fields such as information technology, nanote-
chnology or the military industry; it is one of the nine countries in the 
world that are able to put a satellite and its launching vehicle into orbit; it 
is equipped with Shahab3missiles with a range of 1,300kilometres.Iran’s 
naval presence in the Horn of Africa fighting against piracy and many 
other activities taking place beyond its frontiers also have much to do 
with this prestige logic.

The recent agreement56 (still awaiting ratification by the US House of Re-
presentatives and the Senate)can be explained within the regional con-
text of the Middle East and in the need for Iran to collaborate actively 
in the almost infinite number of problems it has, many of which it has 
caused or forms part of. It is also accounted for by the weakness of a 
regime that is stagnating and fraught with legitimacy problems, whose 
inhabitants are clamouring for freedom from censorship and restrictions. 
In this new situation the regime cannot afford a new economic crisis or 
a new «green tide» like in 2009.Indeed, an inefficient authoritarian State 
carries a lack of legitimacy that it cannot hide and weakens its position at 
the negotiating table.

55 SOLANA, Javier. «Towards Consensus in Syria» http://www.project-syndicate.org/
com-mentary/toward-a-syria-consensus-by-javier-solana/spanish.
56 The keys to the agreement are that Iran will not produce highly-enriched uranium 
for the next 15 years; will dispose of 98% of the nuclear material it possesses, will get 
rid of 2/3 of the centrifuges installed, the Powers will be able to check the extent to 
which the agreement is complied with. The United Nations will be able to lift the sanc-
tions imposed on Iran, provided it complies with some basic agreements before they 
are lifted. The sanctions for weapons will remain in force for the next five years and for 
the next eight where ballistic missiles are concerned. (http://www.bbc.com/mundo/
noticias/2015/07/150714_iran_acuerdo_nuclear_potencias_ac).
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On an international level, the presence of a group like DAESH can only 
be possible if the regional actors lack the political will to get rid of it, 
and even as a result of it receiving the implicit backing of some groups 
within such actors, however much the situation can be explained away by 
the geopolitical vacuum in the very middle of the Land of the Five Seas 
(Pentalasia), the lack of leadership in the Sunni world, the weakness, the 
fragmentation of society and the lack of democratic culture in an Iraqi 
State highly influenced by Iran, etc.

Thus, Iran is a necessary and essential actor when it comes to dealing 
with many of the problems in the Middle East, which are not going to be 
dealt with in this chapter as they are widely tackled in other chapters: 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, Afghanistan and still more in which Iran is 
involved. The following analysis shows the complexity of relations to the 
east of the frontier in which the unfriendly nature of its foreign policy can 
explicitly be seen.

The role of the external actors

Geopolitics of Iran’s eastern frontier

Afghanistan occupies a central position between Iran, Pakistan and the 
former Soviet Republics of Central Asia. As a consequence, and conside-
ring the role that Iran wants to play as a regional power, it is only natural 
that it should try and attain a position of influence with respect to Afgha-
nistan given that this country is greatly weakened.

With a view to this, Teheran has been indulging in a wide range of actions 
for a long time that are conducive to bringing Iran closer to Kabul and un-
dermining Afghan relations with the NATO States that are participating in 
the process of stabilisation of the country. This gives rise to an interesting 
geopolitical game.

Since 1979, a time when the Iranian Revolution coincided with the Soviet 
occupation of Afghanistan, tension has been mounting between the two 
countries. Until that time, relations between Iran and Afghanistan had 
traditionally taken a back seat. Afghanistan was the poor and backward 
neighbour; interest in this neighbour only began to grow after the Soviet 
occupation.

During the Soviet occupation Iran supported the insurgency of the Per-
sian language, and it was a background actor, albeit an important one 
during the Civil War (1992-1996) in which it backed, financed and trained 
a weak coalition composed of Shiites and pro-Persian forces (despite the-
se being Sunnis and Turkmens) in their fight against the Pashtuns, who 
themselves were supported by Saudi Arabia and Pakistan. The Iranians 
played a major role in the entire process that led to pacifying the country.
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In 1998, the assassination of nine Iranian diplomats and intelligence 
agents together with the reporting of massacres of Shiites in Mazar-i-Sha-
rif caused considerable tension that nearly led to war. Afghanistan could 
then have become another theatre for the conflict with Saudi Arabia.

After the 11 September attacks, the Commission set up to that effect ac-
cused the Iranian authorities of having allowed members of Al-Qaeda to 
move freely through the country on their way to train in territory con-
trolled by the Taliban, including from eight to ten of the 11 September 
hijackers.

If we broaden the framework not just to the region as a whole but 
to the peripheral areas, everything involves geopolitics For example, 
India has capitalised on the Afghan conflict to place its companies in 
the country under the pretext of providing development aid, making 
it the second biggest donor in the region after Iran. In the logistics, 
in order to prevent its companies from having to go through Pakis-
tan, it has planned the construction of a railway line from Bamiyan in 
Afghanistan to an Iranian port in the Arabian Sea. This effort would 
also serve to reduce Afghanistan’s heavy dependence on Pakistan for 
trade flow57.

«Prevent a Kabul-New Delhi connection», Indian influence, strategic encir-
clement, is of paramount importance to Pakistani national security po-
licy, in view of the extensive borders between the two countries and the 
proximity to towns and cities. The possibility of Pakistan having to simul-
taneously attend to a dual front, its strategic encirclement, is a challenge 
that is difficult to accept58.

All Afghanistan’s main trade routes are overland and through Pakis-
tan, which converts them in a powerful way of exerting pressure. Con-
sequently, Pakistan views India’s construction programme of routes of 
communication between Iran and Afghanistan as an attempt to weaken 
its position. It goes without saying that the Afghans wish to reduce their 
dependence on Pakistan.

India has completed the strategic highway between Zaranj (on the fron-
tier with Iran) and Delaram in Afghanistan, improving the access to the 
Afghan road network from the Iranian port of Chabahar, on the Indian 
Ocean, (which itself is being enlarged and modernised with Indian funds). 
Indian companies are also upgrading the road network between Chaba-
har and Zaranj, and have also opted for a rail link between Chabahar and 
Afghanistan59.

57 Various Authors.«Analysis of Regions.South Asia (I).Afghanistan-Pakistan-Iran» Es-
cuela Superior de las Fuerzas Armadas, December 2012.
58 Ibidem.
59 Ibidem.
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Furthermore, Pakistan has played an ambiguous role, on the one hand, 
symbolising to be a critical ally of the United States in the war on terror, 
while at the same time representing the epicentre of Islamic militancy 
and Jihadist terrorism. Its simultaneous involvement in the IP (Iran-In-
dia-Pakistan) and TAPI (Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India) oil 
pipelines is a clear indication of the juggling involved in its foreign policy, 
notless complex than the different internal dynamics affecting the coun-
try itself.

China is an actor of growing importance in the region. Because this is 
an area of expansion where trade is the spearhead, equally important 
geopolitical considerations also being present (direct land access to Iran 
and bringing the East nearer to the Western world by construction of the 
Trans-Asian railway), apart from an almost insatiable demand for energy 
resources by China that helps to consolidate its growth.

The United States’ relations in the zone are also complex to the extent 
that the country is having to face a contradiction between its undoubted 
geostrategic interests and its global commitment to Human Rights and 
the Market Economy.

Tajikistanis the only State that was a member of the former Soviet Union 
where the inhabitants speak a dialect of Farsi and the population feel the 
inheritance of Persian culture as being their own, even though they are 
mainly Sunni. Iran has been present in their political lives in the capacity 
of a pacifier, especially during the civil war in that country. The plans for 
organising a geopolitical and cultural axis that links Teheran with Dusha-
nbe, via Herat, are welcome by the Tajik people because it is a way around 
the virtual blockade applied by Uzbekistan that is strangling Tajikistan´s 
economy, although such cultural proximity would constitute a challenge, 
because a cross-border Persian cultural space is at odds with the official 
historiographical narrative.

In Uzbekistan, the nationalist fear of the development of a Tajik culture 
associated with separatism –Bukhara, the Tajik cultural capital is in Uz-
bekistan–means that the country is presented in the West as a buffer to 
control the expansion of the Russian and Persian Empires60. Relations are 
cordial with Kyrgyzstan61 and also with Turkmenistan (Iran was the first 
country to recognise it after independence in 1991), with whom economic 
relations are fruitful.

The orography complicates Iran’s frontiers and is conducive to the ac-
tions of terrorist and guerrilla groups, as is the case with the Azeri in-
surgency in the northwest, the Jundallah terrorists in the east, or the 

60 JASI, Feruza «Relations between Iran and Central Asia» in http://enews.ferganan-
ews.com/article.php?id=2520.
61 Ibidem.
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Afghan opium contrabandists and traffickers, as a whole causing a public 
order problem, a great loss of human lives and enormous expenditure 
on resources. The frontiers are not natural and there is no kind of control 
whatsoever over them, so the illegal trafficking of arms, drugs, people, 
etc. is rife.

Iran’s strategic objective is to attain a higher profile on a regional level, 
combined with ensuring the departure from the area of military forces 
from third countries and to achieve regional unity with Kabul and Isla-
mabad, on the basis of shared concerns and interests by the three States 
and in opposition to the United States’ regional policies.

The territory occupied by these three countries (Iran, Pakistan and Afgha-
nistan) is an axis of great connecting value between Europe, the Near East 
and the Far East, itis the so called «Silk Road,» a means for distributing 
top-level hydrocarbon wealth. From a geographical perspective, Afgha-
nistan thus forms an essential corridor between Central Asia, the Indian 
subcontinent and the outlet to the Indian Ocean. The reserves of energy 
resources in the Caspian Sea make the country a clear strategic objective.

Afghanistan covers 652,000 km2andhas a population of 30 million. Iran, 
1,698,195 km2, is 68%larger than Iraq and Afghanistan together and has 
40%more inhabitants. Pakistan has a population of 182.589 million and 
has a surface area of 796,000 km2.

Iran’s GDP is 33 times greater thann Afghanistan’s and more than twice 
Pakistan’s. Annual bilateral trade is estimated at 1,500 billion dollars, Iran 
is trying to increase its bilateral trade cooperation with Pakistan, which 
stood at 1,000 million dollars in 2011, and is expected to rise to 5,000 
million dollars throughout 2015. Therefore, in terms of percentages, Iran 
is not commercially as closely linked to Afghanistan. Be that as it may, as 
we shall see the country is investing in the construction of highways, rai-
lways, electricity and water plants and in the opening of religious schools 
and universities in Afghanistan. Negotiations are also under way about 
further developments in railways and a variety of other infrastructures62.

Relations cooled with Pakistan after the Taliban victory, because of the 
latter’s anti-Shiite sentiments and the sectarian violence that ensued. 
Iran also accused Pakistan of not doing enough to stop the Junda-
llah terrorist group which claims defending Sunni rights in Baluchis-
tan, and even of backing it and allowing it to settle in Pakistani terri-
tory. Furthermore, Pakistanis one of the main beneficiaries of Saudi 
patronage.

However the above, they have always helped each other on an interna-
tional level, in fact, Pakistan spoke out against the isolation of Iran, to the 

62 Ibidem.
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extent that it has been Pakistan that has represented Iranian interests in 
Washington, and trade between the two countries has grown.

Iran and Afghanistan share 936 Km of frontier, halfway between the 
Afghan Provinces of Herat, Farah and Nimruz, and the Iranian Provinces 
of Khorasan and Sistan – Baluchistan. Iran’s policy in Afghanistan, con-
sistent with the rest of the zone, involves a polyhedral and arabesque 
rapprochement. On the one hand it backs the Kabul Government, while on 
the other it has relations with some insurgent groups and Afghan leaders 
throughout the political spectrum, being involved in a series of humani-
tarian, economic and cultural activities with the Afghan population, with 
a view to bringing them into Iran’s sphere of influence. Furthermore, Ira-
nian arms have been confiscated in Afghanistan that were being used by 
groups that support this country.

Iran’s policy towards Afghanistan has traditionally been regarded as se-
condary in importance, at least until the Soviet occupation of the country, 
and was mainly focused on the region lying closest to Iranian territory.

With a view to this, Teheran’s regime has taken an impressive display of 
actions. Some of them have contributed towards improving conditions in 
Afghanistan, especially in the west of the country. However, other activi-
ties are more controversial, constituting a cause for concern not only for 
the country’s authorities but also for the international community. In spite 
of appearing to be altruistic, these actions are aimed at achieving Ira-
nian interests in the neighbouring country, and often complicate Kabul’s 
endeavours to attain complete autonomy, since Government actions are 
subjected to the will of Tehran. They are also negation strategies that can 
have a negative effect on finding a satisfactory solution for the Afghan 
conflict63.

In fact some of these actions complicate and have a negative impact on 
the stabilisation process undertaken by the international community. 
The reason being that Iranis attempting to increase its status as regional 
leader.

The presence of Western forces in Afghanistan and its particularly thorny 
relations with the United States are a constant headache for Iran, which 
means that part of its strategy in the neighbouring country is designed to 
weaken relations between Washington and Kabul, and to reduce Western 
influence in the pacification process. To achieve this, it seeks concerted 
action with Kabul and Islamabad based upon mutual interests but also 
using its evident discrepancies with respect to some of the aspects of US 
policy for the region.

63 ESTEBAN DE LAMA, Miguel Ángel. «Iran and the ISAF Mission in Afghanistan».
Monographic work for the III CSIFAS, Escuela Superior de las Fuerzas Armadas 2010.
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With a view to this, it has pursued a positivist strategy supplemented with 
a pressure strategy. Its positivist strategy, i.e. one that uses policies re-
volving around development and improvement of economic conditions, at 
both a local and regional level, is essentially one of political pragmatism, 
is openly focused on the western region of Afghanistan, in the provin-
ces of Herat, Nimrud and Farah, where it has promoted development by 
endeavouring to absorb them into Iran and, based on the difference, by 
disconnecting them from the rest of Afghan territory while at the same 
time, augmenting their interconnection with Iranian territory.

There is thus an attempt to reactivate the central hub of the Silk Road, 
which could enable Iran to establish closer relations with Russia, India 
and China, and strengthen these ties, thereby obtaining relief from the 
pressures exerted by the countries to the west while finding a market for 
its products.

These are also long-term strategies that go beyond mere economic fac-
tors and seek to politically condition, while at the same time being im-
bued with a clearly defined regional element involving Iranian vocation 
of regional leadership. In this sense, its economic and political efforts 
have led to a change of balances within Iran and even among the various 
countries affected.

Iran is thus assimilating West Afghanistan into its sphere of economic 
influence at a faster rate than Afghanistan is managing to integrate its 
own regions and cities into the nation’s economy. Herat (where the most 
substantial infrastructures have been undertaken) and the other two ca-
pitals of the frontier provinces are now much closer to Iran than they are 
to Kabul64.

All of this means that Iran is one of the main donors where Afghanistan is 
concerned and that numerous Iranian companies are established there. 
This country has set in motion numerous road and rail projects that even 
reach Tajikistan. It is the land links that have been enhanced the most.

Iran has also given facilities with advantageous agreements that include 
favourable duties at Iranian ports (so that the Iranian port of Chabahar 
can replace the Pakistani port of Karachi), connection to the Iranian elec-
trical grid has likewise been promoted65, which has made available to this 
zone, during some time, supply standards that not even Kabul had been 
able to benefit from.

At the same time, Iran has gone down the road towards pan-Persianism 
and pan-Shiism, strengthening ties with similar ethnic and linguistic mi-
norities, encouraging the diffusion of Farsi (Dari) not only through the 

64 «Iran to carryout projects in Iraq, Afghanistan, Tajikistan», Fars News Agency, July 
3rd, 2008.
65 «Iran pledges help in power sector», Pajhwok Afghan News, June 25th, 2006.
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media but also in the field of communication. Religious schools and uni-
versities are being constructed where faith and language are honoured, 
either by giving students scholarships to study in Iran or by implementing 
universities and training centres on Afghan soil66.

In the sphere of communication, works are being published that defend 
their political stance from a religious perspective. Saudi-style missiona-
ries are also being used as educators, or the presence of philanthropic 
entities (hospitals, clinics, etc.) with Iranian capital that provide services 
that the State itself is unable to supply.

Such actions have been complemented on a political level thanks to the 
support offered to parties like Hezb-e-Wahdat Islami (Islamic Unity Party) 
pro-Hazara and founded in Teheran, which brings together both radical 
and moderate Shiites, and that has enabled their leader to the post of 
Vice-President with Karzai. In Herat, Iran has important connections with 
Hezb-e Harakat-e Islami-e Mardom-e Afghanistan (People’s Islamic Uni-
ty Party of Afghanistan), a Hazara-led moderate multi-ethnic formation 
and the pro-Iranian Anwari, as well as with the pro-Iranian Wadhat party, 
which is the party that has the closest links with Teheran and with which 
it tries to reduce the Islamist influence. Iran is also accused of deploying 
its intelligence service in the country, especially in Herat, and of using its 
companies for such espionage purposes67.

One critical question in the relations between Iran and Afghanistan is the 
problem of drug trafficking that, limited in the Taliban period has, sin-
ce the intervention, developed considerably and has contributed to the 
financing of insurgent groups, the appearance of economic mafias and 
corruption in all the machinery of the State and Government. This econo-
mic model must be replaced, in spite of the difficulties involved in doing 
so. However, what is even more important is that the problem must be 
recognised as existing and it must also be accepted that such activities 
make a considerable contribution to the GDP (about half), given that it ac-
cumulates between 80 and 90% of the world’s opiate production68.

The consequence of the illicit flows that ravage the region as a whole and 
that are destined for the rest of Asia and Europe is, as has already been 
pointed out, the existence of between 2 and 3 million drug addicts, which 
poses a major challenge from three perspectives: moral (consumption is 
forbidden in Islam); socioeconomic (detraction of the resources applied 
to rehabilitation and educational programmes, to prison facilities or to 
frontier security);and health (infections through HIV virus)69. Such activi-

66 «Iran Universities to open branches abroad», Fars News Agency, February 15th, 2009.
67 ESTEBAN DE LAMA, Miguel Ángel. «Iran and the ISAF Mission in Afghanistan.» Mo-
nographic work for the III CSIFAS, Escuela Superior de las Fuerzas Armadas 2010.
68 Ibidem.
69 Ibidem.
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ties also corrupt the State´s Law Enforcement Agencies on the frontiers 
and have a negative effect on their legitimacy. Iran has been greatly in-
volved in the fight against this phenomenon, especially since 2008, ma-
king efforts both on a regional and international scale. According to the 
UN (UNODC report for 2013) Iran is the country that seizes the largest 
amounts of opium and heroin in the world, with81 and 34% respectively 
of the total seizure.

More than 200,000 people are arrested every year for drug trafficking 
and many receive the death penalty. According to human rights organi-
sations, three quarters of the people executed in Iran have been accu-
sed of drug trafficking. In 2011, nearly 500 people were executed for this 
offence. A further 3,700 Iranian soldiers died and 12,000 were injured 
in actions taken to combat drug traffickers. All of this is blamed on the 
intervention in Afghanistan in view of the fact that drug production has 
since increased.

Iran admits that 250 km of its frontier with Afghanistan are not monitored 
and is in the process of constructing a wall; in fact it has been building 
it for several years. However, it has come under criticism for not clearly 
defining the frontier beforehand.

As a result of the conflict, economic migration has intensified, both legal 
and illegal, along with the obvious flow of refugees heading for Iran. It has 
been calculated that approximately two million Afghans are still living in 
Iran, most of them illegally. As they have not been confined to camps they 
have been able to compete actively on the labour market, at a great social 
cost to the country.

In 2002, an agreement was signed between the UN, Iran and Afghanistan 
concerning the gradual return of the refugees. As from 2006, an econo-
mic downturn and the pressure from the Iranian population, itself fee-
ling the burden of an increase in the unemployment rate, brought about a 
worsening in the refugees’ living conditions: new registration procedures, 
a reduction in subsidies and work permits and the prohibition of employ-
ment of Afghan women70.

Between 2007 and 2009 one million Afghans were deported, which crea-
ted a major and chaotic humanitarian crisis, in view of the fact that many 
of them could not return to their original environments, which together 
with Afghan society’s inability to absorb such numbers, meant that they 
ended up in and around the main cities as a sort of urban lumpen prole-
tariat, worsening the already poor security conditions and increasing the 
atmosphere of violence. The refugees have just become another pawn in 
the political game, another chance for pressure and negotiation.

70 ESTEBAN DE LAMA, Miguel Ángel. «Iran and the ISAF Mission in Afghanistan». Mono-
graphic work for the III CSIFAS, Escuela Superior de las Fuerzas Armadas 2010.
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Conclusions and prospects

According to Lord Palmerston, a country’s own interests are its only eternal 
value, and Bismarck added that national interests are the coldest of cold 
interests. The present and the future, not so much as the past, are the ste-
pping stones used for construction purposes. Iran and the West have been 
at loggerheads for 36 years after a Revolution that is no longer the bench-
mark for the Islamic world, who has found other models such as Turkey´s 
(AKP) and is regarded with considerable suspicion by Sunni countries.

The institutionalisation of a revolutionary process has made it, as has happe-
ned so often in the past, bloated and sclerotic. The corsets that Iranian society 
has been forced to wear do not fit properly. It is difficult to watch films of wo-
men bathing in bikinis, if one then has to wade into the sea fully dressed and 
with one’s head covered; this turns what is foreign into fantasy and also into an 
unsatisfied desire that coexists with the most long-established contradictions. 
We are familiar with this in Spain: Swedish women, «Welcome Mr. Marshall»… 
combined with processions involving flagellants, rancid behaviour, etc., belon-
ging to a not-too-distant past and probably common to all of us.

A demanding regime upon its citizens should at least solve their basic 
problems; it must not be forgotten that the Iranian economic crisis, partly 
caused by the embargo, has forced Iran to come to the negotiating table. 
The economy has proved to be the Achilles’ heel of a country excessively 
dependent on oil and with problems when it comes to distributing wealth, 
although it must be admitted that it has made efforts to diversify its sour-
ces of income and to possess its own technology. In this sense its adven-
ture has been more successful than Algeria’s one, with its «industrialising 
industries» in the 1980s.

As Olivier Roy observed, Islamism has become trivialised and its inser-
tion in the international community, the process of rationalisation that is 
imposed by globalisation, will end up tempering its demands. In the 21st 
Century economic progress and independence (cultural, ethical, etc.) are 
hardly compatible processes. It is a «take it or leave it» package only sold 
in complete form. Internet and tourism, for example, will necessarily for-
ce the country to evolve.

The 14th July agreements were the culmination of a long negotiation pro-
cess with many concessions made by the parties involved, and I was able to 
witness the jubilation from inside the country. Its symbolism is important, 
even though as Rouhani pointed out, this conflict was unnecessary in the 
first place, an opinion that I share. All in all, and as has been clearly seen, 
Iran’s foreign policy over the years has not been friendly towards the West.

However, it is worth reminding those who criticise the agreement that 
the dialectical nature of international relations means that leaving the 
door open could help the democrats in their struggle, whereas slamming 
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it will only serve to strengthen the hardliners in power. Therefore, it is of 
essence to continue negotiating, albeit without forgetting the past and 
its whys and wherefores. And, there is a lot to be negotiated. All things 
considered, the nuclear programme was a way of manifesting Iran’s 
eagerness for its regional leadership to be recognised.

It is desirable nonetheless for Iran to now play a more constructive role and 
to become more involved in helping to deal with the conflicts that are devas-
tating the Middle East and that might lead to a certain change in the regional 
power structure, which it is hoped takes place in an orderly fashion. It will be 
necessary to watch closely to find out to what extent this rings true, yet in view 
of what has happened in the past, a great deal of intoxication can be expected.

The Middle East has many centres of power with intricate bilateral rela-
tions between these centres. Brinkmanship and power politics belong to 
the 19th Century and are very dangerous games to play, apart from the 
fact that the patterns are difficult to reproduce; for example, the transna-
tional forces that are alive and active in the 21st Century make it compli-
cated to do so. The balls that have to be juggled in such games are not as 
rigid as they used to be, and now have a texture and consistency that va-
ries in each particular case, which makes it increasingly difficult to bring 
off the cannons inherent to a game of billiards.

Moving the centre of gravity of US foreign policy towards Asia-Pacific, 
coupled with new oil exploitation techniques such as fracking, have re-
duced US interest in the zone, a policy that has for a long time been con-
ditioned by Israel. Oil prices are not going through their best moments.

The Middle East needs to find stability, and the current framework of re-
lations is clearly insufficient to achieve this. All in all, it is a framework 
that has been incapable of preventing the many conflicts that are now 
affecting the zone, so it has to be either strengthened or replaced.

It is too early to be able to forecast a new strategic axis with Iran, a return to the 
strategic plan prior to 1979 that turned the country into a bastion of the West in 
the zone, although as an idea it cannot be completely ruled out in the long term; 
there are too many wrongs that have to be righted and all the more so with a 
regime that declares itself to be anti-Western and that originally established 
itself and its legitimacy on this stance. Rouhani is a «moderate» and it must 
not be forgotten that the regime is constructed from its own codes: this inter-
national encounter phase, is not incompatible with an increase in applying the 
death penalty. A new ping-pong diplomacy like the one that served to change 
the model of relations with China would certainly not be a bad option.

What is more, it is not a question of replacing but adding and balancing. 
Relations with countries like Saudi Arabia or Qatar go back a long way 
and should be conserved but have not been considered important enough 
or they have been too peripheral from a geopolitical viewpoint. And the 
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truth of the matter is that they have been unable to stabilise the region. 
One factor that has to be overcome is the centuries of confrontation and 
remove the emotional aspects; in the sphere if International Relations 
one competes for something, not out of habit. Alternatives that have ari-
sen within this context such as Salafism as a geopolitical response to 
Nasserism and the Arab Socialist option are now real problems. It is not 
a bad thing that countries follow their own interests; that is what makes 
them predictable.

The Iranian system is stable. Yet no regime, not even this one, can ignore 
the reality of the society on which it is founded. If an Islamic revival of the 
bases has to correspond to an Islamic revival of the top, the same mo-
vement must happen to a secularisation. A lack of adaptability has given 
rise to a lack of legitimacy of the State.

The country is in need of structural reforms that go so deep that, when 
they take place, they will alter the balances of the State, affecting not 
only the religious classes but also the nomenclature. And this is going 
to happen; any slight change could alter the system and bring about se-
rious imbalances. The Supreme Leader Khamenei’s age and the growing 
rumours about his health could end up sooner or later by hastening these 
reforms. The international community must support them in a constructi-
ve and practical way, endeavouring to bring Iran closer to the West.

This is a regime that uses repression effectively and bases its legitimacy on re-
ligion; this coupled with the opposition’s lack of political direction and its lack of 
structure and exclusion from the political system, makes it difficult for it to suc-
cumb to movements like «green tide»in2009, which was deactivated violently.

Moreover, the nationalist character and the history of Iran prevents the 
solution to its problems coming from abroad; any outside attempt to in-
terfere with its domestic affairs will fail. The solution to Iranian problems 
has to come from within. And Iranian society is ready for it and deman-
ding it, it is merely a question of giving assistance. Just that.

Iranian society has been built on solid foundations. An educated people, 
a structured civil society, they are prepared like Spain was in 1975. Many 
great business opportunities will emerge (energy, tourism, transport, 
etc.). It is to be hoped that Spanish companies can position themselves 
suitably. Our neighbours and traditional allies are Sunni but relations in 
the 21st Century are established between States, not between religious 
groups.

By way of conclusion, the geopolitical centrality of Iran is far too impor-
tant for the West to waive its friendship. States serve their people and not 
the other way around; what has to occur will occur. The country will set 
the pace, the West must help to ensure that it occurs in an orderly way. 
Time invariably ends up by reaching all of us.
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Geopolitical indicators

Surface Area:1,648,195 km2

GDP: 1,334 Billion Dollars (2014 est.)

GDP Structure

Agriculture: 9.1%

Industry: 40.7%

Services: 50.3%

GDP per capita: 17,100 dollars (2014 est.)

Growth Rate: GDP
3% (2014 est.)
-1.9% (2013 est.)
-6.6% (2012 est.)

Trade Relations:
(Exports):
Oil 80%, chemical products, cement, fruit and nuts
Main Purchasers:
China 26.8%, Turkey 11%, India 10.6%, Japan 7.3%, South Korea 5.9% (2013)

Trade Relations:
(Imports):
Industrial goods, capital goods, technical services,
Main Suppliers:
UAE 35.8%, China 18.6%, India 6.4%, South Korea 5.8%, Turkey 5.4% (2013)

Population: 81,824,270 (July 2015 est.)

Age Structure

0-14: 23.69% 
15-24: 17.58% 
25-54: 46.87%
55-64: 6.58% 
+65: 5.28%

Population growth rate: 1.2% (2015 est.)

Ethnic Groups: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/docs/no-
tesanddefs.html?fieldkey=2075&term=Ethnic groups
Persians, Azeri, Kurds, Lures, Baluchi, Arabs, Turkmens and Turks

Religions: Moslems 99.4%, (Shiites 90-95%, Sunnis 5-10%), others (including-
Zoroastrians, Jews and Christians) 0.3%, unestablished 0.4% (2011 est.)

Population Literacy Rate: 86.8%

Population below the Poverty Threshold: 18.7% (2007 est.)

Source: CIA World Fact Book
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Chronology of the conflict

CHAP. VII Iran’s Foreign Policy and its inner reflection.

DATE EVENTS

8th Century B.C. Medes Empire.

640 B.C. Persian Empire founded by Cyrus the Great.

522 B.C. Maximum expansion of the Persian Empire under Darius 1.

331 B.C. Battle of Gaugamela. Victory of Alexander the Great.

634 A.D. Beginning of the Arab invasion of the Persian Empire.

9th Century The Farsi language becomes established.

1221 Mongol occupation.

1501 Shiism is proclaimed the religion of the State.

1639 End of the 150-year war against Turkey.

19th Century Anglo-Russian rivalry over Persia.

1828 Caucasus ceded to Russia.

1921 Coup d’état. Reza Khan crowned Emperor in 1925.

1935 Persia changes its name to Iran.

1941 Reza Khan overthrown because of his pro-German stance. The reign of 
Reza Pahlavi begins.

1951 Nationalisation of the oil industry.

1953 Prime Minister Mosaddegh is overthrown.

1963 White Revolution, imposed westernisation under the Shah.

1979 Islamic Revolution.

1981 End of the hostage crisis.

1980·1988 Iran-Iraq War.

1989 Khomeini dies. He is succeeded by Ali Khamenei. The technocrat Raf-
sanjani becomes the new President. Re-elected in 1993.

1995 USA imposes sanctions on Iran for its support of terrorism.

1997 The Reformist Khatami new President. Re-elected in 2001.

2002 USA includes Iran in the Axis of Evil.

2003 Iran announces the suspension of its uranium enrichment programme.

2005 Ahmadinejad is elected President of Iran. The uranium enrichment pro-
gramme is resumed.

2006 Iran enriches uranium to 3.5%. The Security Council votes to impose 
sanctions.

2009 Re-election of Ahmadinejad. The Green Tide. Street protests.

2010 Iran begins its programme to enrich uranium to 20%. Escalation. The 
international community intensifies its sanctions.

2012 The European Union imposes an embargo on Iranian oil products.

2013 Hassan Rouhani is elected Prime Minister.

2015 Nuclear Agreement.
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Chapter 
eight

South Sudan: from independence to fratricidal war
Jesús Díez Alcalde

Abstract

South Sudan: Four years of independence after several decades of war-
fare against the government of Sudan, twenty months of fratricidal war 
that broke out in December 2013, hiding a desperate struggle for power 
and resources, and several failed peace agreements attempting to stop 
the chaos and violence that drives the population into despair and weari-
ness. This is the provisional balance of the youngest country in the world. 
Its only hope nowadays, after the agreement signed in Ethiopia on August 
26, 2015, resides in the international pressure inducing a new opportuni-
ty to build a national project, something that has always been a chimera 
in the short history of this African nation. The most controversial issue 
is whether the leaders who instigated this conflict, Salva Kiir and Riek 
Machar, would now be able to restore peace which, unfortunately, still 
remains an illusion.

Key Words

South Sudan, fratricidal war, peace agreements, IGAD, UNMISS, Salva Kiir, 
Riek Machar, United Nations, United States, China, Uganda, Sudan and the 
European Union.





291

South Sudan: from independence to fratricidal war

Introduction

The conflict that has been devastating South Sudan since December 
2013, has not only brought to light the failure of an independence project 
but also has caused a great deal of frustration throughout the internatio-
nal community, which has for too long proved to be incapable of stopping 
a fratricidal war that ought never to have broken out in the first place. 
Only four years separate the celebrations of great jubilation that mar-
ked national sovereignty in 2011 and the present time. In the meantime, 
thousands of casualties, nearly 2 million people displaced, more than 600 
thousand refugees living outside the country and 4.6 million South Su-
danese facing severe famine1 are the dramatic results of the chaos and 
violence that the maximum leaders of the country, Salva Kiir and Riek 
Machar, instigated and caused in the youngest nation in the world.

Within the boundaries of South Sudan, its just over 11million inhabitants 
are desperate and weary, and many are now asking themselves if after 
decades of fighting against the oppressive power of the Khartoum Gover-
nment, this is all they are going to get in return. «Finally, John Garang –
the real instigator of independence– and the rest of our martyrs would be 
extremely disappointed by the situation after the outbreak of violence in 
December 2013. Garang would find a country bleeding to death because 
of a senseless war that is taking lives and threatening the survival of in-
nocent citizens day after day», regrets Luka Biong, Director of the Centre 
for Peace and Development Studies at the University of Juba. «We, the 
people of South Sudan, have failed not only for not having been inspired 
and guided by the selfless sacrifices of our martyrs, but we have also 
failed to lay the foundation for a united, peaceful and prosperous Sou-
th Sudan, as well as we failed to build trust and confidence among our 
communities»2.

Because although it has been argued that ethnic rivalry is the underlying 
cause of this conflict, it is undoubtedly the case that the origins lie in bad 
government, the weakness of the State institutions, widespread corrup-
tion and political despotism. This is the burden that shaped the erratic 
and troubled national sovereignty «roadmap», deeply conditioned by an 
internal struggle for power, erupted into uncontrolled violence in Decem-
ber 2013. As from that moment, the confrontations spread quickly to the 
northern states, where the main domestic resource lies: oil, which soon 
gave rise to a crisis that Salva Kiir and Riek Machar were only prepared 
to solve on the battlefield.

1 Humanitarian Bulletin South Sudan. OCHA, 31/08/15. Available at http://www.uno-
cha.org/south-sudan. Consultation date: 03/09/15.
2 BIONG DENG, Luka. If Garang were to attend the 4th anniversary of independence! 
Sudan Tribune, 05/07/15. Available at http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?arti-
cle55592. Consultation date: 17/08/15.
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Faced with this senseless barbarity, the international community –led by 
the Governance Initiative for Development– quickly insisted on seating 
the warring factions around a negotiation and reconciliation table so that 
the conflict could be put to an end; meanwhile, in South Sudan all the de-
fenceless inhabitants could only seek refuge in the camps opened up by 
the UNMISS, the UN mission that has been working in the country since 
2011. During the process, it has been necessary to strengthen the man-
date and the entity of the Blue Helmets in order to try and protect the 
South Sudanese and, above all, tirelessly foster numerous peace confe-
rences, whose agreements were broken with absolute impunity. Now, and 
only after international pressure has been brought to bear, the only hope 
for establishing long-lasting peace in South Sudan lies in honouring the 
terms of the Agreement signed, with too much reluctance, at the end of 
August 2015 in Ethiopia. However, as yet, this commitment has not been 
able to even curb the violence that reigns throughout the country.

South Sudan still has to overcome many obstructions before it can gua-
rantee its feasibility as a sovereign State. The most controversial aspect 
of this challenge is still whether Salva Kiir and Riek Machar, the two lea-
ders who led the country to this fratricidal war, will now be able to restore 
peace. Another question is to know how far the international community 
is prepared to go to guarantee the survival of the nation and, above all, 
to protect its inhabitants. With a view to gaining insight into the answers, 
this chapter is going to provide an in-depth analysis of the causes of the 
conflict, its background and the way it has evolved, until arriving to the 
present situation, inexorably determined by the external mediation that, 
unfortunately, has shown different interests in the South Sudanese mo-
saic and has taken too long to react and put a stop to the savagery.

Background to the conflict

After a long and bloody conflict with the Khartoum Government, on 9th 
July 2011, South Sudan achieved its eagerly awaited national sovereignty 
and the country became the newest country in the world, as well as the 
poorest and most underdeveloped3; and all of this in spite of being one of 
the main oil powers in the African continent. Five decades of war were 
now left behind that had only been interrupted by a brief truce between 
1972 and 1983, which was marked as from the 1990s, by the discovery 

3 There is still no data to establish the Human Development Index for South Sudan. 
The United Nations Development Programme classifies it as being among «the coun-
tries or territories» that cannot yet be analysed in Africa, together with Somalia (Report 
available at http://hdr.undp.org/es/content/informe-sobre-desarrollo-humano-2013). 
According to the World Bank, 50% of the population lives below the poverty threshold, 
and their annual income per capita fell to 790 US dollars in 2012 (Report available at 
http://datos.bancomundial.org/pais/SS).
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and exploitation of oil: Sudan’s main source of wealth –never distribu-
ted among the population–, but also an ongoing reason for confrontation, 
which still persists between the two neighbouring countries. In 2005, el 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement4 (CPA 2005), promoted and required 
by the international community, amounted to the beginning of the solu-
tion to the conflict, which concluded with a referendum in South Sudan in 
January 2011; on that occasion, the population opted almost universally 
(almost 99% of the votes) for independence.

Figure 1. Sudan and South Sudan Administrative Divisions after Independence in 2011.

4 The Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was signed on 9th January 2005 by the Al 
Bashir Government of the Republic of Sudan and Garang’s South Sudan People’s Lib-
eration Army. Available at https://www.google.es/webhp?source=search_app#q=com-
prehensive+peace+agreement+sudan+2005+pdf. Consultation date: 10/02/14.
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However, there were many matters that still had to be dealt with when it 
came to achieving a genuine reconciliation and peaceful and stable rela-
tions between the two countries5: amongst others, the settling of the dis-
putes over oil production and the joint use of pipelines6, the mutual claims 
over the oil producing border region of Abey, as well as clearly agreeing 
upon and defining a proper international border. Nevertheless, and in spite 
of everything, the South Sudanese –and with them the entire international 
community– celebrated with great expectancy, the end of its enforced de-
pendence upon Sudan. Just before the secession was sealed, in the 2010 
elections, the population placed their trust (93% of the votes) in the former 
leader of the South Sudan People’s Liberation Movement and Army (SPL-
M/A), the Dinka, Salva Kiir, who became the first President of South Su-
dan, then an Autonomous Region, and in the person mainly responsible for 
consolidating what was then the foreseeable national sovereignty. For the 
position of Vice President, just the same as in 2005, Kiir once again put his 
trust in the Nuer rebel leader Riek Machar, who received his vote of confi-
dence, in spite of his controversial past in the struggle against Khartoum –
he managed to reach agreements with President Al Bashir and became his 
political advisor from 1997 until 2000–, and the antagonism and mistrust 
that have always been a feature of the relations between the two.

This was the state of affairs, and although the country began to make 
progress along some fronts after independence, the political and perso-
nal disputes soon started to get worse in this «circumstantial political 
duality», which was invariably concealed beneath the ancestral and unre-
solved tribal rivalry between Dinkas and Nuers; when the genuine under-
lying cause of their confrontations was total ineffectiveness when it came 
to governing the country and the constant internal struggle for power, 
aggravated by the weakness of the State institutions, the widespread co-
rruption and despotism: a real «time bomb» waiting to go off and caused 
by an excessively erratic, centralist policy without a roadmap since 2011. 
Hardly two years after independence, on 15thDecember 2013, the armed 
struggle finally broke out in Juba, triggered off by the expulsion of Ma-
char from his post. President Kiir accused him of planning a coup d’état, 

5 Further information about the still turbulent relations between the two countries can 
be found in DIEZ ALCALDE, J. New Peace Agreement between Sudan and South Sudan: an 
Erratic Road to Peace IEEE, 16/01/13. Available at http://www.ieee.es/contenido/noti-
cias/2013/01/DIEEEA03-2013.html.Consultation date: 10/02/14.
6 The dispute over the cutting off of oil production in 2012 was yet another example 
of the irresponsible relationship between the two countries after their split, in a series 
of consequences where both States stood to lose, as Garcia Sanchez pointed out: «in 
the case of the South, oil amounts to 98% of its wealth, but, ironic as it may seem, (the 
cutting off) has a more negative effect on the political stability of the Khartoum Re-
gime». South Sudan. Year I. IEEE, 18/07/12. Available at http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/
fichero/docs_analisis/2012/DIEEEA31-2012_Sudan_del_Sur_Ano_I_IJGS.pdf. Consul-
tation date: 09/07/15.
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which took place not long after Machar announced his intention to stand 
as an independent candidate in the 2015 General Elections, now postpo-
ned by Presidential Decree until 2018.

Figure 2. Careers of the leaders Salva Kiir and Riek Machar.

The dismissal of Machar, together with the arrest of 11 Salva Kiir’s opponents, 
quickly led to a tumultuous conflict that threw the population of South Sudan 
into a state of absolute violence and chaos. Furthermore, it was also a clear in-
dication of how difficult it is to turn former rebels into national leaders7, as they 
invariably tend –as is demonstrated by this fratricidal war– to brandish arms 
to impose their will rather than commit themselves to dialogue and political 
discussion to govern their people democratically and peacefully.

In a country where rebel groups and arms are still beyond political con-
trol, and in the face of the failed disarmament, demobilisation and reinte-
gration process (DDR) that followed independence, violence did not take 
long to spread from Juba to the Northern States –Upper Nile, Unity and 
Jonglei–, and not by coincidence. That is where the main Nuer militias 
loyal to Machar are located, and it is also the zone that has the largest oil 
fields in the country, and these inexorably play a major role in this con-
flict. During the first weeks of combat, the political leaders illegitimately 
instigated the majority tribes, the Dinka and the Nuer to fight each other.

7 In hardly two years, the South Sudanese leaders have wasted away the unanimous 
support that gave rise to the eagerly awaited emancipation. DIEZ ALCALDE, J. South 
Sudan: a national project that is making no progress .Available at http://www.ieee.es/
contenido/noticias/2013/10/DIEEEA58-2013.html. Consultation date: 03/02/14.
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And it was just at the same time as the tension rose that a split occu-
rred within the SPLA, composed of different militias not united as a force: 
many soldiers deserted to join the anti-Governmental troops, renamed 
as SPLA in the Opposition (SPLA/IO); or to form other rebel factions, in-
cluding the bloody «White Army». During the month of December, the 
cities of Bor (Jonglei), Malakal (Upper Nile) and Bentiu (Unity) became 
the main battle scenarios, and successively fell into the hands of the two 
conflicting groups, which caused their complete devastation and forced 
hundreds of thousands of South Sudanese citizens to leave their homes. 
Many of them could only find unstable refuge in the bases of the United 
Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS), which has been deployed in 
the country since 2011.

Figure 3. Oil, a basic factor in the conflict.
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Since the outbreak of the conflict, and in spite of enormous operating de-
ficiencies, the Blue Helmets took on the task of guaranteeing the safety 
of the South Sudanese who sought refuge in their bases, but they could 
do little to stem the spiral of violence unleashed in many settlements 
throughout the country: the original mandate of the UN Mission –contai-
ned in Resolution 1997/2011 of the Security Council8 – did not expressly 
envisage the protection of civilians, and neither were the UN forces in 
a position to repel a military situation of that scale. What is more, they 
had been accused on numerous occasions of helping the rebel forces and 
even of supplying them with arms9. These accusations, always denied by 
the United Nations, strained relations between UNMISS and the Govern-
ment of Salva Kiir and the attacks against United Nations premises and 
helicopters were intensified, causing not only casualties but also deaths 
among Mission members. In view of all of these events, and aware of the 
alarming situation affecting the country and the UN Mission, on 27th May, 
the Security Council unanimously passed Resolution 215510, which not 
only increased the number of troops, but also redirected significantly the 
UNMISS mandate, in order to give priority to protecting the population 
and stemming the continued violations of human rights. Despite the fact 
that the size of UNMISS is still insufficient and it has to increase its pre-
sence in the most conflictive areas, the application of its new mandate 
and the greater deployment –there are now over 12,000 troops in the 
territory– has had a tangible effect on improving the situation, and its ba-
ses –often the only option for survival– are now safer places for the more 
than 200,000 displaced persons who have been taken in.

The winding road towards peace

Thanks to international pressure, and under the auspices of the Inter-
governmental Authority on Development (IGAD), Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) 
hosted peace negotiations on 4th January 2015, the aim of which was to 

8 Resolution 1996/2011 of the United Nations Security Council, dated 8th July 2011. 
Available at http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/?symbol=S/RES/1996%282011%29. 
Consultation date: 10/05/14.
9 In March, the South Sudanese Government intercepted twelve lorries in Rumbek, 
capital of the State of Lagos, with containers that were transporting arms in the direc-
tion of Bentiu, the main focus of the conflict. In spite of the fact that the United Nations 
spokesman stated that «several containers were wrongly labelled and that the arms 
belonged to the Ghanaian detachment», this incident has undermined still further the 
deteriorated image of UNMISS in the population’s eyes. South Sudan protest against 
UN over arms cache, BBC, 10/03/14. Available at http://www.bbc.com/news/world-afri-
ca-26520091. Consultation date: 26/03/14.
10 Resolution 2155 of the United Nations Security Council, dated 27th May 2014. Avail-
able at http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/?symbol=S/RES/2155%282014%29. Con-
sultation date: 28/05/14.



298

Jesús Díez Alcalde

bring about an immediate ceasing of hostilities and revert the political 
dispute in Juba through a government of national unity. However, since 
the beginning of the conversations, the main stumbling block to reaching 
an agreement was Riek Machar’s demand that President Kiir released 
the eleven politicians from SPLM-Opposition – later renamed with the 
initials FD (SPLM Leaders and Former Detainees) –, who had been held 
in Juba accused of supporting the alleged coup attempt in December. The 
detainees included outstanding Dinka leaders such as Rebecca Garang, 
widow of the idolised John Garang, and the Secretary-General of the 
SPLM at that time, Pagan Amum, who was initially formally accused of 
treason –together with three of the others arrested– for the alleged coup 
d’état, until he was paradoxically reinstated to his post in June 201511. 
Furthermore, and before any agreement was authorised, Machar also 
demanded the withdrawal of Ugandan troops, which had entered South 
Sudan towards the end of 2013 to support Government forces and that 
were still in the country.

Although the parties failed to reach any agreement about their main diffe-
rences, diplomatic efforts enabled them to reach an initial commitment to 
peace on 23rdJanuary.They agreed on that date to cease hostilities, open 
up humanitarian corridors and protect civilians. «I have the hope –stated 
Tewolde Gebremeskel, who was Director of the IGAD Peace and Security 
at the time– that arms will be silenced within 24 hours»12; but unfortuna-
tely it was only a hope: the following day the Government in Juba announ-
ced that the rebels had once again attacked regular forces in the States 
of Unity, Upper Nileand Jonglei, and an immediate return to the armed 
struggle was the only tangible consequence of all the agreements signed 
until that time. This reveals not only that the South Sudanese leaders lack 
any political will, but that they are also unable to control the numerous 
armed factions that operate in the country.

Ground combats have never stopped, but the IGAD has remained stead-
fast in its endeavour to mediate in future and successive peace conver-
sations. The release on parole of seven of the detainees and the Ugandan 
promise to withdraw its troops in two months, enabled the two parties to 
return to the negotiating table in Addis Ababa on 9th February 2014.On 
this occasion, the agenda included a political agreement and a national 
reconciliation project, but –in the words of the South Sudanese Minister 
of Information, Michael Makuei– «we reject any sharing of power and of 
the country’s wealth, as well as any possibility of establishing a transi-

11 Pagan Amum reinstated as SPLM Secretary-General. Sudan Tribune, 24/06/15. 
Available at http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article55453. Consultation date: 
07/08/15.
12 South Sudan and the rebels sign the ceasefire. EFE, 23/01/14. Available at http://
www.heraldo.es/noticias/international/2014/01/23/sudan_del_sur_los_rebeldes_fir-
man_alto_fuego_266963_306.html. Consultation date: 26/02/14.
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tion government with the rebels»13. As a result, in view of the attitudes 
of the parties, unable to reach the slightest agreement, on 4th March, the 
IGAD decided to postpone any peace conversation, in order «to allow the 
parties to think things over»; and once again the IGAD offered to deploy 
a regional protection and stabilisation force to stem the violence in the 
country, yet this was never materialized.

To a large extent, and although the IGAD has managed to make some pro-
gress, this conflict has amplified regional rivalry, given that countries like 
Uganda and Sudan –as we shall see later– have prioritised their own na-
tional interests to the detriment of a lasting peace plan for South Sudan. 
Actually Kiir’s Government did not expect much from their mediation an-
yway, and did not trust their motives: «If they want to solve the crisis, they 
have to present logical options», Vice President James Wani Igga stated 
in March 2014, «and these solutions do not involve either establishing a 
government of transition, or accepting the possibility of tutelage under 
the United Nations until the crisis is over»14. Days later, President Salva 
Kiir himself submitted his own counterproposal, considered offensive by 
the opposition groups: the formation of a provisional government compo-
sed of all the political forces, which would run the country until 2018, but 
without the presence of the rebel group led by Machar15. Even though, the 
armed struggle, the violence and the humanitarian disaster have carried 
on destroying South Sudan and its inhabitants, while the international 
community looks on in despair and is unable to find a solution to reverse 
the situation and bring a halt to the conflict.

More negotiations then took place, like the ones held in Addis Ababa on 
9th May 2014, ending in a new agreement, while UNMISS made public its 
assessment of the massive violations of the civilian population’s basic 
rights: Rupert Colville, spokesman for the UN High Commission for Hu-
man Rights, stated that «the Report includes detailed information about 
widespread hate murders carried out on ethnic grounds or in retaliation, 
the deliberate murder of civilians and such atrocities as summary exe-
cutions, sexual violence and slavery»16. Once again under the auspices 
of the IGAD, the undertaking accepted by both parties –represented for 

13 South Sudanese Delegation arrives in Addis Ababa for a second round of nego-
tiations. EFE, 09/02/14. Available at http://www.abc.es/agencias/noticia.asp?noti-
cia=1580477. Consultation date: 15/02/14.
14 The South Sudanese Government rejects the proposals of African mediators. EFE, 
10/03/14. Available at http://www.teinteresa.es/politica/Gobierno-sursudanes-pro-
puestas-mediadores-africanos_0_1099091403.html Consultation date: 11/03/14.
15 South Sudanese President accepts an «Interim Government», though without 
the rebels. ABC, 13/03/14. Available at http://www.abc.es/agencias/noticia.asp?noti-
cia=1590911. Consultation date: 18/03/14.
16 Pillay: after the atrocities committed, it urges that the South Sudan conflict be put 
to an end. UNO News Center, 09/05/14. At http://www.un.org/spanish/News/story.as-
p?NewsID=29411#.U4nd9iiuolA. Consultation date: 14/05/14.
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the first time by both Salva Kiir and Riek Machar– also included an end to 
all the confrontations and the establishment of a provisional government 
of national unity, but yet again its implementation proved to be a com-
plete failure. Nevertheless, the contents of the agreement in themselves, 
amounted to a significant step in the right direction, because it was the 
first time that both leaders accepted that «there is no military solution to 
the crisis in South Sudan», that long-lasting peace can only be achieved 
«through inclusive political dialogue», and that a joint government is «the 
best opportunity for the people of South Sudan». Furthermore they ac-
cepted that, in order to be able to implement the vital reforms envisaged 
in the peace agreements, the process of constitutional reform should be 
supervised with a view to guiding the country to new elections»17.

Current situation of the conflict

At the beginning of 2015, the peace negotiations were in a state of dead-
lock, while rebellion, crime and looting reigned throughout the whole 
country, as did the suffering of a population fed up with a merciless war. 
The hoped-for «national unity» was still a utopia, and it became even 
more certain to the international community that neither Salva Kiir nor 
Riek Machar were the most suitable individuals to lead this complicated 
political dialogue. The situation in the IGAD was not very promising either, 
because national interests had eventually halted any progress in the ne-
gotiations with the South Sudanese leaders so, on 6th March, the nego-
tiations were finally suspended. In search of a solution to this stalemate, 
the IGAD member states and their associates put forward a proposal to 
give fresh impetus to the peace process through the IGAD PLUS formu-
la18, which sought to incorporate international and non-regional agencies 
that could collectively exert greater pressure on the parties to make them 
sign a peace agreement. Since then, the United Nations, the African Union 
High-Level Special Commission for South Sudan (Algeria, Chad, Nigeria, 
Rwanda and South Africa), the Troika States (United States, Norway and 
the United Kingdom), China, the European Union and the IGAD Associates 
Forum, have joined forces with the regional initiatives and, to a large ex-
tent, have obliged Kiir and Machar to resume peace negotiations.

17 President Salva Kiir and Dr. Riek Machar sign a landmark agreement to end the con-
flict in South Sudan. Press Release issued by the IGAD, 09/05/14. Available at http://ce-
warn.org/attachments/article/254/Press%20Release%20(%209%20-%205%20-%20
2014),%20Pres.%20Kiir%20and%20Dr.%20Machar%20sign%20agreement%20to%20
end%20the%20crisis%20in%20S%20Sudan%20(2).pdf. Consultation date: 11/05/14.
18 Restart of South Sudan Talks Critical to Avert End-March War Threat. International 
Crisis Group, 12/03/15. Available at: http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/publication-type/
media-releases/2015/africa/statement-south-sudan-12-03-2015.aspx. Consultation 
date: 26/08/15.
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While these initiatives were taking place in the political domain, the ar-
med conflict became worse in the north of the country during the course 
of 2015, yet again with greater virulence in the three oil states. As the 
latest report from the Secretary General of the United Nations informed, 
at the end of July, owing to the continued hostilities and the prevailing 
insecurity in the region, the more than 1.6 million displaced South Suda-
nese citizens and the 620,000 who sought refuge in neighbouring coun-
tries hardly received any humanitarian assistance, because the situation 
limited the access of aid organisations by land, river and air. «In a coun-
try with around 11.6 million inhabitants, it is estimated that 7.9 million 
are facing food insecurity, which would be serious for around 3.3 million. 
More than 4.6 million people are already facing food insecurity that has 
reached critical and emergency levels»19.

Figure 4. Humanitarian crisis in South Sudan.

The final peace agreement?

As a result of determined international pressure, and under the threat of 
more severe sanctions being imposed on all the parties involved in the 
conflict, the Government of Salva Kiir and the SPLM/IP led by Machar, to-
gether with the group of Former Detainees (FD), resumed negotiations in 
the Ethiopian capital Addis Ababa on 6th August, the 17th being set as the 
limit for signing a final peace Agreement20. Some of the most outstan-

19 Secretary General’s Report on South Sudan, S/2015/655.United Nations, 21/08/15.
Available at http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/?symbol=S/2015/655. Consultation 
date: 27/08/15.
20 Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic of South Sudan, IGAD. Ad-
dis Ababa (Ethiopia), 17/08/15. Available at http://igad.int/index.php?option=com_con-
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ding points contained in the forceful document prepared by the IGAD –72 
pages full of determined commitments and details for implementation– 
include, where security is concerned, an immediate ceasing of hostilities 
(within 72 horas), with the soldiers confined to their units within 30 days; 
the demilitarisation of Juba, whose security must be guaranteed by a 
special integrated police force, and the reunification of the SPLM and the 
SPLM/IO. Furthermore, on a political level, it is required that a govern-
ment of national unity be established within a maximum of 90 days to 
lead the country for a 30 months period, after which general elections 
will be held.

With respect to power sharing during the period of transition, Salva Kiir 
will remain as President, whereas the vice-president must be elected by 
the SPLM/IO. Although it is most likely and paradoxical that Riek Machar 
occupy that post again, the internal rifts within the SPLM/IO have now 
reached their most critical point after the dismissal of the rebel Generals 
Peter Gatdet and Gathoth Gatkuoth, who reject any agreement that inclu-
des Kiir and Machar as leaders of the government of national unity, given 
that «both of them are symbols of hate and conflict …and an obstacle to 
peace»21. If this threat were to be carried out, it would undoubtedly make 
any agreement fail, but it is also extremely complicated and difficult to 
believe, that the leaders who have led their people to a fratricidal war can 
now become the champions of the reconciliation and peaceful recons-
truction of the country.

Finally, the SPLM/IO signed the draft agreement on 17th August, in spite of 
the fact that it did not contain their plan to implement a federalist regime 
in South Sudan. However, President Salva Kiir did not do likewise, and de-
manded a further 15 days to make internal consultations in Juba. Althou-
gh he clearly still had his disagreements with many points included in 
the document, especially the demilitarisation of Juba and the clause that 
required him to discuss with Machar his political responsibilities and de-
cisions, President Kiir ratified the agreement on 26th August in Juba «un-
der coercion and after receiving intimidating messages»22, as he stated 
in his own words at the end of the signing ceremony. Yet unfortunately, 

tent&view=article&id=1193:agreement-on-the-resolution-of-the-conflict-in-the-repub-
lic-of-south-sudan&catid=1:latest-news&Itemid=125. Consultation date: 27/08/15.
21 September 2015 Monthly Forecast. UN Security Council Report, 31/08/15.Available 
at http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2015-09/south_sudan_15.
php. Consultation date: 03/09/15.
22 Although President Kiir did not openly state where these messages had come from, 
the United States had already publically announced its threat to impose international 
sanctions if the agreement was not signed. On 18th August, the White House advisor 
Susan Rice stressed that «there must be consequences for those who continue to stand 
in the way of peace», while at the same time she expressed the White House’s great 
disappointment at Kiir’s refusal to sign the agreement in Addis Ababa. U.S. Seeks U.N. 
Sanctions Against South Sudan. US News, 19/08/15. Available at http://www.usnews.
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that was not the end of the matter: apart from the discrepancies and the 
enmity between the two leaders, as the analyst James Copnall points out, 
there are other factors that threaten the viability of this new agreement. 
It will be necessary to await the reaction of Sudan and Uganda, which will 
have to stop their interference in the South Sudan conflict; to establish 
what actual power Salva Kiir and Riek Machar have over their respective 
armed groups to require from them to put an end to the armed struggle; 
and, finally to overcome the deep animosity that this war has left between 
the Dinka and the Nuer, and even within these two ethnic groups23.

For the moment, and at the closure of this chapter, the signing of the pea-
ce agreement has not led to an immediate cease-fire, a fact denounced 
by both parties. Only a few days later, the opposition leader Riek Machar 
accused the Government in Juba of being unable to control its troops, 
which were still attacking rebel camps in the states of Jonglei and Upper 
Nile. In reply, the spokesman for the South Sudan Army, Panyang Aguer, 
rejected these accusations and stated that it was the SPLM/IO forces that 
had launched artillery attacks against government positions. Once again, 
the South Sudanese leaders have broken their word, all the signs are that 
only greater international pressure –that the United States is prepared to 
head24– will be able to make them see reason, and even manage to get 
them to admit their incompetence, to bring to an end a conflict that threa-
tens to scuttle the future of the youngest poorest and most unstable na-
tion in the world. The endless ambition of Salva Kiir and Riek Machar are 
now clearly the main obstacle to achieving an eagerly awaited peace that 
the population of South Sudan has been denied for more than 20 months.

The role of the external actors

Regional implications: the IGAD and the interests of its Member 
States

On 1996, after its revitalisation as a regional body in the Horn of Afri-
ca, the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) accepted a 

com/news/articles/2015/08/19/us-seeks-un-sanctions-against-south-sudan. Consul-
tation date: 21/08/15.
23 COPNALL, J. South Sudan: Obstacles to a Lasting Peace. BBC, 26/08/15. Available at 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-33912156. Consultation date: 29/08/15.
24 In just a few days, the United States had precised its threat, on 3rd September, it 
proposed the Security Council to impose sanctions against one member of the Govern-
ment in Juba and an Opposition leader, whose names were not revealed. The USA calls 
on the UNO to impose sanctions on two members of the South Sudan Government, 
lainformacion.com, 03/09/15. Available at http://noticias.lainformacion.com/politica/
cumbre/eeuu-pide-santions-a-la-onu-contra-dos-responsables-de-sudan-del-sur_
8ClENL2wrf7ER9syoKjwI5/ Consultation date: 04/09/15.
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new challenge: «promoting and keeping peace, security and humanita-
rian affairs»25. Within this context, its most notable achievement was to 
lead the long and complicated peace negotiations between Sudan and 
South Sudan in the first decade of 2000, which culminated in the Com-
prehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2005. Nevertheless, when faced 
with the internal war in South Sudan, the IGAD’s role as intermediary has 
been overshadowed by rivalries and power struggles between the Mem-
ber Countries that, for different reasons, have tried to safeguard their 
domestic interests and their bilateral relations with Salva Kiir’s Govern-
ment; this, has also brought to light the weakness of its institutions and 
excessive centralisation where decision-making is concerned.

Kenya for example has shown reluctance to become decisively involved –
the underlying reason being the construction of the new and ambitious oil 
pipeline that will enable South Sudanese oil to be conveyed to the Indian 
Ocean through Kenyan territory–; Uganda and Sudan have revealed their 
historic confrontation; whereas Ethiopia has endeavoured to safeguard 
its power and influence where regional security is concerned. For 18 
months, the IGAD was unable to find an «African and regional solution» 
to bring an end to hostilities and negotiate peace between the parties, so 
it found itself required –in the face of international pressure– to expand 
the negotiations forum and establish the IGAD PLUS in June 2015. As 
we have already seen, this made it possible to break the deadlock and 
reach the most recent and already failed Agreement at the end of August. 
All in all, the seriousness of the South Sudan conflict and the inability of 
the IGAD to stop it without international support have shaken the internal 
consensus within this organisation and, thus the controversial regional 
balance. And this is a scenario that urgently requires an in-depth internal 
reflection so as «not to leave –as the International Crisis Group has stres-
sed– the region without an effective mechanism for mediating on its own 
internal divisions, with disastrous consequences for the people of South 
Sudan and the region as a whole»26.

As far as the influence of neighbouring countries on the South Sudan con-
flict is concerned, Sudan is the most significant external power, mainly 
because of the two countries mutual dependence regarding oil exploita-

25 The Intergovernmental Authority on Development(IGAD)in Eastern Africa was set up 
in 1996 to replace the Intergovernmental Authority on Drought and Development (IGAD), 
which had been founded in 1986. In 1983 and 1984, six countries from the Horn of 
Africa region joined forces, namely Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, Sudan and Ugan-
da, Eritrea becoming a member in 1993. With a new structure and expanded missions 
within the regional context, the present IGAD began to operate in November 1996. Eri-
trean membership has been suspended since 2007, and in 2011, after its independence, 
South Sudan joined as the eighth Member State. IGAD Official Website: http://igad.int/.
26 South Sudan: Keeping Faith with the IGAD Peace Process. International Crisis 
Group. Op. cit. Page 20.
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tion, both countries depending to a large extent on this for their economic 
viability. When the violence broke out in Juba, in December 2013, the two 
countries had resumed conversations to settle the questions still pending 
since the split in 2011 –especially the delimitation and the agreements 
involving the bordering oil region of Abyei– and they had also found a 
solution to the oil production blockade imposed by South Sudan for more 
than a year.

Although all the bilateral agreements are currently at a standstill, Presi-
dent Al Bashir has adopted a rather constructive and conciliatory position 
with Salva Kiir during the conflict, partly to re-establish his international 
reputation, but mainly to obtain benefits from its solution. For Khartoum, 
a favourable and significant support for the peace agreement could mean 
–as the greatest benefit– that South Sudan might shelve the construc-
tion of the new oil pipeline, an infrastructure that would prevent the oil 
from being exported via Sudan27. Perhaps that is why, despite what might 
have been expected, Khartoum only provided lukewarm support to the 
forces led by Machar, even though it was aware that Uganda –its main 
rival in the region– and also the Sudan Revolutionary Front (SRF)28, which 
brings together most of the Sudanese rebel groups that are still fighting 
against the Khartoum Government, are supporting Juba. Even though it 
is undoubtedly the case for the rebel factions of both countries that the 
biggest external support comes from the other country, Sudan and South 
Sudan seem to have subordinated this reality to the need to guarantee 
future mutual benefits from the exploitation of the oil, which will inevita-
bly involve successfully resolving all the matters awaiting solution after 
the split in 2011.

In February 2015, Sudan’s pragmatic position in this conflict led to an 
unusual high-level meeting in Uganda, the latter undertaking to expel the 
SRF rebels from its territory and not to support them in their struggle 
against Khartoum29, although the agreement had no repercussion what-

27 BRUNO, Alessandro. Situation report: The Regional Impact of a South Sudan Civil War. 
Geopolitical Monitor, 31/12/13. Available at http://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/the-
regional-impact-of-a-south-sudan-civil-war-4902/. Consultation date: 02/02/14.
28 Since 2011, the Sudan Revolutionary Front is an alliance between the rebel groups 
that hold the armed struggle against Al Bashir’s Government. Amongst others, it in-
cludes the various factions of the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A), 
which basically operate in the states of Blue Nile and South Kordofan, and the Justice 
and Equality Movement (JEM), whose main base is in Darfur. Sudan systematically ac-
cuses its neighbour to the south of supporting the SRF, while at the same time South 
Sudan denounces that Khartoum backs and equips the rebel groups opposing Presi-
dent Kiir.
29 OJAMBO, F. and GUNN, M. Uganda Signals Diplomatic Breakthrough with Sudan on 
Rebels. Bloomberg Business, 13/02/15. Available at http://www.bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2015-02-13/uganda-signals-diplomatic-breakthrough-with-sudan-over-re-
bels. Consultation date: 08/05/15.
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soever on the ground. Unlike the case with Sudan, Uganda’s backing of 
Kiir’s Government in its fight against Machar’s SPLM/IO has been blatant, 
and has become the main obstacle to be overcome in the peace agree-
ment negotiations in the IGAD, from which Uganda has kept itself more 
or less on the sidelines, except for the meetings between Heads of State. 
Back in December 2013, troops from the Uganda People’s Defence Force 
(UPDF) arrived in South Sudan, after a military cooperation agreement 
signed by the presidents of the two countries, Yoweri Museveni and Salva 
Kiir. Although Musevini has claimed that the reason for this deployment 
is to protect Ugandan national interests and trade relations with South 
Sudan, many accuse him of continuing to confront Sudan on «neutral» 
ground, of attempting to receive major economic benefits from his mili-
tary support, and even of having been the instigator of the conflict.

However, and in spite of running the risk of being the main loser after a 
final peace agreement for South Sudan, Uganda is also starting to show 
interest in the end of the conflict, because its basic aim is to guarantee a 
suitable position when faced with an oil power like South Sudan, whose 
current instability is already discouraging potential international inves-
tors and, thus, harming Uganda’s own interests. Uganda´s error lies in 
the fact that it always believed that the conflict would be solved through 
military victory, in spite of the great suffering inflicted on the population. 
To rectify the situation it should withdraw its troops from South Sudan as 
required by the agreement and, unconditionally and without hesitation, 
join the rest of the parties in applying the negotiated solution reached in 
August as being the only feasible one for peace, not only for its neighbour 
to the north, but also for the region as a whole. This would amount to a 
highly unlikely change of course that could only be brought about if in-
ternational pressure on Uganda and its President Yoweri Museveni were 
increased.

The United Nations

A few days after the conflict, on 24th December, the United Nations Secu-
rity Council approved its Resolution 2132/201330, in which it condemned 
the «confrontations and the violence occurring in the country, which is 
targeting civilians and ethnic groups» an supported «the initiative set in 
motion by the IGAD’s Ministerial Group, in order to begin discussions and 
mediate between the main leaders in South Sudan». Since then, it has 
given its unreserved support to the successive and violated peace agree-
ments, to the IGAD Monitoring and Verification Mechanism in the country, 

30 United Nations. Resolution 2132/2013, approved by the Security Council on 24th December 
2013. Available at https://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/?symbol=S/RES/2132%282013%29. 
Consultation date: 07/02/14.
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to the establishment of the IGAD PLUS formula to break the deadlock 
affecting regional negotiations and, as its greatest commitment to peace 
in South Sudan, it has strengthened its missions and contingents in the 
United Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS), which have been deplo-
yed in the country since its independence in 2011.

After the signing of the most recent Peace Agreement, the Security Coun-
cil has strengthened its stance against the position of the parties where 
not respecting the ceasefire is concerned, and is adamant about imposing 
an arms embargo or personal sanctions on those who do not fully apply 
it31. In its latest report32 issued on 21st August 2015, the Secretary General 
Ban Ki Moon accused South Sudan’s leaders – basically Salva Kiir and 
Riek Machar, – of «clearly preferring to carry on with military action ins-
tead of seeking an inclusive political solution and even of having caused 
great suffering to millions of people.

The increase in violence has once again shown that the parties are not 
genuinely prepared to put an end to the conflict (…). The main responsibi-
lity for the violence and the serious violations and abuse of human rights 
committed in this senseless and disastrous war lies with the leaders». 
In addition to this categorical and unusual accusation, the United Nations 
must bring to fruition its stated intention «to put an end to the impunity 
that prevails in South Sudan, and of ensuring that the perpetrators of war 
crimes, crimes against humanity and genocide answer for them», as the 
only way to achieve a credible and long-lasting reconciliation on which to 
establish a sustainable peace.

As far as the ground mission is concerned, with the approval of its Reso-
lution 2155/20133, the Security Council strengthened the UNMISS –deplo-
ying 12,500 military and 1,323 police effectives– and set the priorities of 
its mandate as being to protect civilians, to provide support for humanita-
rian assistance and to apply the Ceasefire Agreement signed in January 
2014, as well as increasing its presence in the most troubled zones. Since 
the conflict worsened, the United Nations has denounced attacks from all 
the forces confronted, including both government and opposition groups, 
against its staff and facilities, and against the UNMISS camps: 200,000 
displaced persons have sought refuge in six of these camps to escape 
from the barbarism and violence that reigns in the country, especially in 
the northern states. At present, UNMISS is equipped with more than 90% 
of its effectives (12.523) and its mandate expires at the end of November. 

31 Fresh peace deal ‘first step’ in resolving South Sudan crisis – Security Council. 
UN News Centre, 28/08/15. Available at http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.as-
p?NewsID=51752#.VewQ3pdGSf4. Consultation date: 29/08/15.
32 Report from the Secretary General on South Sudan, S/2015/655. Op. cit.
33 United Nations. Resolution 2155/2104, approved by the Security Council on 27th May 
2014. Available at http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/?symbol=S/RES/2155%282014%29. 
Consultation date: 13/08/15.
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However, in view of the expected extension to the Mission, the Security 
Council will have to review its tasks so they can be adapted to the new 
scenario if progress is made with the Peace Agreement or, if the opposite 
occurs, can reinforce the measures taken to protect civilians and put a 
stop to violence, at least while its opposition to any international military 
involvement other than through the UNMISS is maintained34.

The United States

Pressure from the United States was crucial in South Sudan’s success in 
achieving independence in 2011, yet this country has not shown the same 
determination in trying to stop the current fratricidal war until recently. For 
many years, United States was the great defender of South Sudan’s viability 
as a State, its greatest donor where the country’s development is concerned 
and, together with Norway and the United Kingdom, it formed part of the 
so-called «Troika» since the CPA 2005 negotiations; but it was not until 2015, 
and after the ground confrontations had worsened, when the USA decided to 
become the main backer of the IGAD PLUS formula, which eventually made it 
possible to break the deadlock in the region and seal the Peace Agreement in 
August 2015. Furthermore, it now leads the initiative for the Security Council 
to impose sanctions if all the parties fail to fulfil the agreed obligations.

The United States has once again confirmed its iron will to pacify and sta-
bilise South Sudan. Although at the start of the conflict it withdrew hun-
dreds of diplomats and citizens from the main conflict zones, it later sent 
to the area its Special Envoy, Ambassador Donald Booth; and, finally, lay 
down its own «roadmap», the contents of which were shared with almost 
the entire international community. On the way, the United States has also 
lost faith in the current leaders of South Sudan, which can be deduced 
from the words of President Obama in his speech at the headquarters of 
the African Union (Ethiopia) on 28th July: «Neither Mr Kiir nor Mr Machar 
has shown, so far, any interest in sparing the people from the suffering, 
or reaching a political solution. (…) Given the current situation, they must 
reach an agreement by 17th August, because if they do not, I believe the 
international community must raise the costs of their intransigence»35.

This stern warning is clearly behind the signing of the latest Peace Agree-
ment, but it has not been sufficient to stop the hostilities that, together with 

34 The Security Council is against an «external intervention» in South Sudan. Europa 
Press, 11/01/14.Available at http://www.europapress.es/international/noticia-conse-
jo-seguridad-opone-intervencion-externa-sudan-sur-20140111025655.html. Consul-
tation date: 15/01/14.
35 Remarks by President Obama to the People of Africa, White House, 28/07/15. Complete 
speech of President Obama at the Headquarters of the African Union (Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia). Available at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/07/28/re-
marks-president-obama-people-africa. Consultation date: 26/08/15.
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the accountability of those guilty of abuses and violations of human rights, 
is still the top priority of the United States, fully aware of the fact that the 
solution will never be found on the battlefield. As the Envoy Booth pointed 
out, in spite of the proven reasons for the current conflict, the underlying 
causes are much deeper, and the resolution can shall only come through 
dialogue between the two parties, which will have to abide by a real and 
comprehensive reconciliation process36. Now it remains to be seen what 
the Obama Administrations’ next step will be, and to what extent it will 
exert political and diplomatic pressure to enable South Sudan to have a 
fresh opportunity to become a genuine nation on the international arena.

China

Just like the United States, albeit with different intentions, China’s posi-
tion and its role in stemming the conflict has been strengthened during 
2015. Present since the first peace agreement in January 2014, «China’s 
stance regarding the current situation in South Sudan is crystal clear (…) 
First of all, we call on the parties to immediately cease hostilities and 
violence», stated the Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs, Wang Yi, at the 
time37. Undoubtedly, the underlying interest behind that declaration was 
its interest in the Sudanese oil market: the Asian giant, through the sta-
te-owned company China National Petroleum Corporation, controls more 
than 40% of the oil consortiums and exports in Sudan and South Sudan. 
That is why, ever since the independence of South Sudan, it has opted for 
reconciliation between the two parties, without forgetting to adopt an au-
tonomous position with respect to the two countries in order to ensuring 
its future supply of oil.

In 2015, China put forward another initiative in parallel to the negotiations 
in the IGAD headquarters in Khartoum, clearly with a view to guarantee-
ing its oil supply; it signed specific agreements with South Sudan to make 
sure that its biggest oil fields in the States of Unity and Upper Nile conti-
nued to operate; this was where in December 2013 about twenty Chinese 
workers died in confrontations between Dinkas and Nuers. China even 
deployed –for the first time in its history– more than 700 infantry men 
as part of the UNMISS38. All of this showed China’s clear and unusual 

36 BOOTH, Donald, US Special Envoy on Sudan and South Sudan. U.S. Policy Toward 
Sudan and South Sudan. Washington, 26/02/14. Available at http://www.state.gov/p/af/
rls/rm/2014/222858.htm. Consultation date: 06/03/14.
37 MOLANO, Eduardo S. China offers to mediate in South Sudan to increase its influence 
in Africa. Diario ABC, 08/01/14. Available at http://www.abc.es/international/20140108/
abci-mediadores-china-africa-201401071716.html. Consultation date: 12/01/14.
38 China Peacekeepers in South Sudan to Focus on Protecting Civilians, UN Says. Voice 
of America, 15/05/15.Available at http://www.voanews.com/content/south-sudan-chi-
na-peacekeepers-unmiss/2599640.html. Consultation date: 09/07/15.
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commitment to a peace that, whichever way one looks at it, is essential to 
guarantee energy for the Asian giant. And this insistence will continue to 
grow while the South Sudan conflict, and others that are latent in Africa, 
directly affect its economic interests.

The European Union

Although the European Union has played a secondary role in resolving the 
crisis, it has been emphatic in condemning the hostilities and has partici-
pated in all the peace conversations, while at the same time demanding 
that Salva Kiir’s Government rectifies its erratic policies and carries out 
«the necessary political and economic reforms –especially, investments 
in infrastructures, providing basic services and agricultural develop-
ment– with a view to tackling the country’s poor management problems, 
the chronic poverty and the growing levels of corruption and insecurity39, 
which are undoubtedly the real underlying causes of the conflict».

At present, the European Union is discussing, on the one hand its tacit 
backing for the imposing of international sanctions, invariably through 
the United Nations, if the parties fail to adhere to the peace and recon-
ciliation process. On the other hand, the need to give greater support to 
the regional actors (the IGAD and the African Union). All of this without 
forgetting the responsibilities of the South Sudanese leaders in the dra-
matic way the conflict develops, because «it is high time they began to 
put the interest of their people first and really work towards actual peace 
and prosperity»40. Since independence, European cooperation with South 
Sudan has consisted not only of providing considerable financial aid, but 
has also involved basing a small civil mission there, in 2012, with a view 
to collaborating with air security at Juba International Airport (EUAVSEC), 
a mission that terminated on 17th January 2014. At the present time, the-
re is nothing to suggest that a greater commitment to regional stability 
might lead to a new European civil or military land mission.

Conclusions and prospects

Is it possible to restore peace to South Sudan and establish a natio-
nal project that guarantees its viability? In view of the current situa-
tion on the ground, and after twenty months of barbarism, nothing 

39 European Parliament Resolution on the situation in South Sudan2014/2512. EU, 
13/01/14. Available at http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//
EP//TEXT+MOTION+B7-2014-0032+0+DOC+XML+V0//ES. Consultation date: 20/07/15.
40 Statement by the Spokesperson on the South Sudan peace process. EEAS, 23/01/15. 
Available at http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-eeas/2015/150123_02_en.htm. Consul-
tation date: 05/05/15.
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would appear to indicate that the answer could be affirmative. Ne-
vertheless, denying that there is a possibility of achieving this would 
be tantamount to condemning more than 11 million South Sudanese, 
and with them the entire region, to subsist in a climate of instability 
and conflict. Neither do the leaders who will be in charge of directing 
the erratic and convulsed country back on course give much cause 
for optimism, namely Salva Kiir and Riek Machar, who hitherto have 
been responsible for this situation. And they will be the two leaders 
at least until the holding of new general elections, which are sche-
duled for 2018, when it will be possible for the population to decide 
in a democratic way, not only their future, but also who is going to 
govern them.

However, and faced with the enormous challenge involved in correctly 
applying the accord reached in Addis Ababa in August 2015, the pressu-
re of the international community –with all the measures that might be 
necessary–is now the only guarantee to get around the many pitfalls that 
have to be averted if peace is to be restored, many of which – especially 
the true reasons for this fratricidal war– were not even mentioned at the 
negotiating table. Bad government, corruption or excessive militarisation 
of politics led South Sudan down the path to failure even before the con-
flict broke out; and its eradication must be the top priority of the foreseea-
ble government of national unity during the period of transition set in the 
peace agreement.

On the ground, it will be difficult in the short term to stem the attacks on 
the population and the armed conflicts. On the one hand there is no strict 
cohesion between the armed factions and many are now fighting for their 
own interests and, on the other hand, so many months of conflict have ag-
gravated ethnic rivalry and brought about a situation of widespread crime 
committed for reasons that have very little to do with politics. In such a 
scenario, and to guarantee that the population is protected, it would be 
advisable for the UNMISS to strengthen its mandate and increase its pre-
sence on the ground, becoming an essential actor in the implementation 
of the peace agreement.

This process is definitely going to be extremely complicated and, as was 
the case after the signing of the 2005 Peace Agreement that eventually 
led to the independence of South Sudan, many South Sudanese doubt 
that peace can start to be constructed in a country completely destroyed 
by the war. At that time, the resolute determination of the international 
community achieved its objective; the solution this time inevitably requi-
res the same stakeholders. There are many legal and legitimate mecha-
nisms for attaining peace, and the only thing that now remains to be seen 
is whether or not those involved have the will, interest and commitment 
to apply them.
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FINAL NOTE: 28th August 2015. Resolution S/PRST/2015/16 from the 
United Nations Security Council: «The Security Council takes note of the 
warning issued by the African Union Peace and Security Council in its 
statement issued to the press on 24th August 2015, which makes it clear 
that all those undermining the lasting resolution of the conflict, including 
implementation of the Agreement, would be held accountable for their 
actions».

Geopolitical indicators

Surface Area 644,329 km2

Population (estimated 2015) 12,042,910

Annual population growth rate (est.2015) 4.02 %

Population structure (est.2014)
 (Average age: 16.8 years)

0-24: 65.42 %

24-64: 31.48%

More than 65: 2.1%

Main ethnic groups
Dinka: 35.6 %
Nuer: 15,6 %
Shilluk, Azande, Bari, etc.

Religions
(Animist practises and beliefs have a great 
influence on the Christian majority) 

Christians: 70%
Animists: 20%
Moslems: 3/5

Infant mortality rate (est.2015) 
(under 5 years/1.000 inhabitants) 6.69%

Literacy rate (est.2014) 
(15-year olds or over who can read/write) 27%

Poverty incidence rate 2009 (World Bank 
data) 50.7%

Gross Domestic Product (GDP), (est.2014) 25.96 billion US$ (138th in the world)

Annual GDPgrowth rate, (est.2014) 5.5 %

GDP per capita (est.2014) 2,300 US$

Oil production (est. 2013): main source of 
national wealth. 38th country in world ranking 220 thousand barrels/day

Oil exports (est.2010). 38th country in world 
ranking. 291 thousand barrels/day

Military expenditure 2014 (World Bank data) 8 % of the GDP

Source:  Factbook CIA The World FACTBOOK.
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ct.tml.
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Chronology of the conflict

CHAP. VIII South Sudan: from Independence to Fratricidal War.

DATE EVENT

FIGHT FOR INDEPENDENCE FROM SUDAN

1955 Rebel confrontations begin in the south with a view to establi-
shing an independent state. First Civil War.

1st January 1956 Independence of the Republic of Sudan.

1972 President Al-Numeiry: Ethiopia Peace Agreement. End of the 
First Civil War. Autonomous Government in South Sudan.

1983 President Al-Numeiry: proclaims an Islamic State in Sudan, 
rejected in the South. Second Civil War.

1983 Founding of the South Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/
Army (SPLM/A).

2005 President Al Bashir: Signing of the Global Peace Agreement. 
End of the Second Civil War. 6-year period of transition.

SOUTH SUDAN: AN INDEPENDENT NATION 9th July 2011

15th December 2013 President Salva Kiir dismisses Vice President Riek Machar. The 
confrontations begin in Juba.

23rd January 2014 Ceasefire Agreement. Addis Ababa (Ethiopia). Under the auspi-
ces of IGAD. Immediate violation.

9th February 2014 Negotiations resumed in Addis Ababa: withdrawal of Ugandan 
troops (not fulfilled) and release of 7 out of the 11 detainees.

9th May 2014 Ceasefire Agreement. Addis Ababa (Ethiopia). Under the auspi-
ces of IGAD. Immediate violation.

10thJune 2014 Ceasefire Agreement: formation of a Transition Government (60 
days). Under the auspices of IGAD. Not fulfilled.

8th November 2014 Ceasefire Agreement: power sharing within 15 days. Under the 
auspices of IGAD. Not fulfilled.

1st February 2015
Ceasefire Agreement: Transition Government of National Unity 
before 9th July 2015 and participation in power before 5th 
March. Under the auspices of IGAD. Not fulfilled.

21st January and 16th 
February 2015

Process of Arusha (Tanzania): Reunification Agreement and 
roadmap by the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) 
due for fulfilment. Not fulfilled.

6th March 2015

IGAD announces indefinite suspension of peace talks. IGAD 
proposes that mediation should include representatives of the 
African Union High-Level Special Committee, United Nations, 
European Union, the Troika States (United States, Norway and 
the United Kingdom) and China. IGAD PLUS.

21st to 23rd July 2015
IGAD PLUS holds a meeting between 21st and 23rd July (Addis 
Ababa) to examine the settlement agreement proposed by IGAD 
for solving the conflict.

17th August 2015 SPLM/IO (Riek Machar) and the Former Detainees (FD) sign the 
Peace Agreement in Addis Ababa.

26th August 2015 Salva Kiir’s Government signs a Peace Agreement in Juba. 
Accusations of violation two days later.

28th August 2015 The Security Council warns that it will impose sanctions on 
those that violate the peace agreement in South Sudan.
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Chapter 
nine

Nigeria: domestic terrorism?
Blanca Palacián de Inza

Abstract

The armed conflict between the government and the terrorist group Boko 
Haram has turned into a cancer for the richest country but the one with 
greater inequalities in Africa: Nigeria. Unless the tumor is extirpated from 
its complex roots, and not just its symptoms, it will pose a serious threat 
for the fragile Nigerian democracy – often called «democrazy»1, – and 
there is also the risk that it spreads throughout the region as an asymme-
tric international war or as a sort of local «Boko Harams».

Key Words

Boko Haram, inequality, corruption, salafist jihadism, terrorism, Moham-
med Yusuf, Abubakar Shekau, Muhammadu Buhari, Joint Multinational 
Task Force.

1 VICKY, Alain. «The Origins of the Boko Haram Sect», Le Monde Diplomatique, April 
2012.
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Introduction

The Gulf of Guinea is a region of special geopolitical importance, not only 
because of its high-quality oil reserves but also owing to its magnificent 
geographical location that makes it easy to transport it —without straits 
or canals— to the Western markets. However, illegal trafficking, piracy 
and the general instability in the region jeopardise this advantageous 
situation.

In Sub-Saharan Africa, Nigeria stands out on its own. Its wealth —unequa-
lly shared out2 —has made the country the regional and continental power, 
after dethroning South Africa in 2014 as the richest country on the con-
tinent3. It is also a country with abundant human resources, nearly 180 
million inhabitants, which puts it in eighth position in the world ranking of 
most populated countries and the most populated country in Africa.

Yet it is also one of the most complex countries from an ethnic perspec-
tive given that, in spite of the fact that Nigeria’s inhabitants basically be-
longs to 4 major groups —Hausa-Fulani, Igbo, Yoruba and Ijaw—, there 
are more than 2504. As far as religion is concerned, its population compri-
ses heterogeneous members of the Islamic faith5 — 50%, which makes it 
the fifth Moslem country in the world6 — most of whom live in the north, 
and Christians —40%—, and Animists who mainly, but not exclusively, live 
in the south7. Nigeria also has a complex territorial administration, being 
split into 36 Federal States.

Territory

The Federal Republic of Nigeria covers a surface area of almost one mi-
llion km2, twice the size of Spain, but half the size of the Democratic Repu-
blic of the Congo. On a regional level, Nigeria has specific influence in the 

2 According to the World Bank, Nigeria had a GINI Index of 48.8 for 2013.
This Index measures how far income distribution deviates between individuals or 
households within a country from a distribution that is absolutely equal. A value of 0 
would mean absolute equality and a value of 100 would mean absolutely inequality.
3 With a GDP estimated at 479 thousand million dollars.
4 http://photos.state.gov/libraries/nigeria/487468/pdfs/Nigeria%20overview%20
Fact%20Sheet.pdf.
5 Islam has a long history in Nigeria, being introduced in this country in the 9th century 
by scholars and traders from North Africa during their incursions through the Sahara 
Desert trading routes. The movements became more radical when the Jihad directed by 
Usman Dan Fodio swept through the north of the country, in 1804.
6 Data from the CIA Factbook. Consulted in January 2015. Available at: https://www.
cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ni.html.
7 ALAO, Abiodun, «Islamic radicalisation and violent extremism in Nigeria», Conflict, 
Security & Development, 13:2, DOI: 10.1080/14678802.2013.796205 page 129.
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African Union (AU) and is the leader of the Economic Community of West 
African States (CEDEAO)

Figure 1: Map of Nigeria and bordering countries. Source: CIA Factbook.

Nigeria shares its western boundary with Benin, limiting to the north with 
Niger and to the east with Chad and Cameroon. It shares most of its fron-
tiers with the latter three countries, but there is very little border control 
and surveillance, which means regional security is very vulnerable and 
makes it easy to indulge in trafficking —especially with drugs and light 
arms— and for terrorists to move from one country to another.

Economy

As has already been indicated, the country’s energy wealth has been its 
main source of income since the 1970s. Despite this, the growth that the 
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economy has undergone is due to agriculture, telecommunications and 
services. In fact, the oil and gas sectors are stagnating in the face of the 
general state of insecurity that the country is experiencing and that is 
frightening off investors. Furthermore, the drop in oil prices —the lowest 
for the last five years—, is having a negative effect on the economy, for-
cing the country to devalue its local currency and causing greater social 
unrest.

The lack of food security is another element contributing to instability. 
Thus, although Nigeria is a wealthy country, its inhabitants’ food is in-
adequate. Nearly 62% of the population are living in what is defined as 
extreme poverty8. This is due to the fact that although Nigeria is the main 
exporter of oil from black Africa, only 1% of its population benefits from 
the dividends9.

What is more, there is a lack of basic infrastructures and many institu-
tions such as the Army require urgent reforms —this being one of the 
most questioned because of its small number of soldiers, poorly paid, 
armed and trained— and such as the legal system, which is slow and 
inefficient.

Geographically, neither the dividends in this constantly-growing economy 
nor the poverty are equally distributed throughout the country. Nigeria is 
divided into an impoverished and marginalised northern area, of Moslem 
majority, where the terrorist group Boko Haram is active; and a southern 
area, essentially Animist and Christian, which feels greater benefits from 
oil. The 12 States that make up the country’s northern belt are thus the 
least developed. In the State of Borno, for example, three quarters of the 
population live below the poverty threshold10.

The coexistence of terms that would appear to be mutually exclusive, 
such as natural wealth and extreme poverty —what was once referred 
to as the «paradox of plenty» or «the resource curse»—, is epitomi-
sed by the most significant and burdensome characteristic of this na-
tion: widespread corruption11. The African Union (AU) estimates that 
around 140 thousand million dollars —approximately 25% of the GDP 
of Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole— is lost annually in the region en-
ding up in the hands of corrupt elites12. Therefore, Nigeria’s enemies 
come from within.

8 That is to say, they survive on less than one dollar a day.
9 ROJAS, Alberto. «Nigeria, the Trigger of Africa». El Mundo, 16/11/2014.
10 VICKY, Alain. Op, cit.
11 Transparency International considers Nigeria to be one of the most corrupt coun-
tries in the world, occupying position 136 out of 175 in the ranking for 2014.
12 EGIEGBA AGBIBOA, Daniel. «Corruption and economic crime in Nigeria Social and 
economic perspectives», African Security Review 22.1, March 2013. Page 60.
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Demography

According to UNICEF13, in the next 10 years, West and East Africa will be 
the main demographic growth areas in the world. It is calculated that hal-
fway through this century, two thirds of Africa’s population will be living 
in these two regions. The population of Nigeria alone will reach 440 mi-
llion, two and a half times the current figure, which is already the highest 
on the continent with 180 million inhabitants. The expected growth will 
severely challenge the already loss-making public health systems.

Under such circumstances it is more than likely that it will not be possi-
ble to meet the requirements of the inhabitants, especially in the cities, 
where most of the population will be living in less than 25 years’ time and 
where it will be necessary to cope with the deficiencies that are already 
apparent in areas that are essential for development: housing, transport, 
energy, employment, underemployment, education and health14.

Yet the challenges are not exclusively African. Globalisation will ensure 
that African demographic changes have repercussions beyond its fron-
tiers. The Chinese appetite for African resources, the implications for Eu-
rope of future migration movements or Africa’s emerging role as a consu-
mer and as an investment market that is increasingly replacing Asia, are 
just some examples of the challenges to be faced.

Introduction to the armed conflict

There are currently two active armed conflicts in Nigeria: the so-called 
«petro insurgency15» in the Niger Delta, in the south of the country; and 
the terrorism of Boko Haram in the name of Islam, in the north. Both con-
flicts have regional and international implications, but when compared to 
the terrorism of Boko Haram, what is happening in the Niger Delta is re-
garded as a low intensity conflict. That is why in this chapter we are going 
to concentrate only on the terrorism caused by the Islamist insurgency 
that, in contrast, is now at a crucial point.

Be that as it may, the various threats to security are interrelated both 
geographically and typologically. For example, a terrorist group of local 
origin, as is the case with Boko Haram, can commit atrocities in neighbou-
ring countries, like Chad or Cameroon; and also create links with larger 

13 UNICEF.Division of data, research and policy. «Generation 2030: Africa», UNICEF, 
August 2014.
14 UNITED NATIONS, «World Urbanization Prospects: highlights». Review 2014.
15 Petro insurgency, also known as oil insurgency, is associated with the Niger Delta 
in academic literature. It refers to rebellion or uprising against authority regarding the 
extraction and distribution of profit from oil.
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groups (such as Daesh in Syria and Iraq16) broadening its sphere of acti-
vity and threat to the entire planet. Along the same lines, a threat that ini-
tially falls within the area of terrorism, blurs its lines by serving networks 
of illegal trafficking, kidnapping and other activities associated with or-
ganised crime and also by becoming involved in the nation’s structural 
problems such as the unequal sharing of wealth, political corruption and 
religious conflicts. In April 2015, the Minister of Defence Pedro Morenés 
stated «We have verified that there is a link between irregular immigra-
tion, drug trafficking and Jihadist terrorism17».

Jacob Zenn18 perfectly portrays the relationship between organised 
crime, human trafficking and terrorism in Nigeria because, according 
to this author, the boys and girls kidnapped by Boko Haram are re-edu-
cated in camps in Cameroon thanks to the good relations between the 
terrorists and the arms traffickers and bankers of that country. Zenn 
considers that Boko Haram needs these human and financial resour-
ces in view of its plans to increase the territory under its control, as 
is the case with Daesh, with which it is associating more closely all 
the time, having sworn loyalty in March 2015, to the pseudo caliph Al 
Baghdadi19.

Boko Haram has kept in close contact with Al Qaeda in the Islamic Ma-
ghreb (AQIM)20, and there is proof that at least one Nigerian terrorist has 
been trained in Afghanistan and others have been trained in Somalia, 
with Al Shabab. Furthermore, the US Government suspects that this rela-
tionship also exists with Al Qaeda on the Arabian Peninsula21.

Background to the conflict

Since independence, Nigeria has been fraught with violent coup d’états 
and internal armed conflicts. Due to its dimensions, Biafra´s war stands 

16 They call themselves Islamic State (IS). However, governments and the media are 
increasingly referring to them by the derogatory name of Daesh or Da´ish —owing to 
the phonological similarity to other words like step on and/or run over —. Daesh is 
the Arabic acronym that stands for al-Dawla al-Islamiya fi al-Iraq wa al-Sham (Islamic 
State of Iraq and Levant).
17 http://www.cadenaser.com/sociedad/audios/morenes-hemos-constat-
ado-vinculacion-inmigracion-irregular-narcotrafico-terrorismo-yihadista/
csrcsrpor/20140315csrcsrsoc_16/Aes/.
18 ZENN, Jacob. «Boko Haram: Recruitment, Financing, and Arms Trafficking in the 
Lake Chad Region», Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, 31/10/2014.
19 ELBAGIR, Nima, CRUICKSHANK, Paul and TAWFEEQ, Mohammed. «Boko Haram pur-
portedly pledges allegiance to ISIS», CNN, 09/03/2015.
20 ECHEVERRÍA, Carlos. «Continuance of Al Qaeda terrorism in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM): example of survival and adaptability». IEEE Journal, no. 0, 2012. Page 184.
21 SIMCOX, Robin. «Boko Haram and defining the ‘Al-Qaeda network’», Al Jazeera, 
06/06/2014.
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out, a real civil war, between 1967 and 1970, in which more than one mi-
llion Nigerians lost their lives, when the inhabitants of the ethnic majority 
in the eastern region, the Igbos —Christians—, declared their secession 
from the rest of the country.

Religious conflicts, from which this ethnic and political component can-
not be separated, have pervaded the history of Nigeria. In 1980, du-
ring the so-called «Insurrection of Kano», an Islamic stronghold in the 
north of the country, more than four thousand people lost their lives at 
the hands of the followers of the Islamic movement called Maitatsine22. 
The most recent of these violent conflicts is the one led by the terrorist 
group Boko Haram which feeds on Islamic radicalism and on the na-
rrative of a historic resentment of abuses perpetrated by the State, to 
recruit new members and sympathisers in its fight to impose an Islamic 
caliphate23.

However, although the Islamic radicalisation in some zones of Nigeria can 
be clearly explained by socioeconomic inequalities, it is necessary to un-
derstand the extent to which identity and religion are important in this 
country. Religion is one of the strongest pillars of Nigerian identity. Thus, 
the identification of «us» as opposed to «them», associated with religion 
has dominated politics, governance and intergroup relations since Inde-
pendence in 1960. In fact, more people have died in Nigeria as a result of 
the religious violence than in all other African countries together24.

These kind of ethnic movements, with a centrifugal trend, have come 
even further to the fore since the end of the year 2000.

That is why it is hardly surprising that the main terrorist threat that Ni-
geria is facing, just like in the rest of the continent, is of the Jihadist type. 
Its ideological base is not Islam, which is a religion, but Islamism, which 
is an ideology, and specifically Jihadist Salafism. It is a perverse and mi-
nority derivation25 of the movement known as Salafism, which proposes 
a return to the earliest form of Islam and is trying to construct a society 
of that type through the Jihad26.

Islamic radicalism in Africa is geographically concentrated in certain re-
gions and countries, but it has sufficient potential to make its effects felt 
in other areas. To be specific, it can be found in North Africa and in some 
States bordering on this region and on Sub-Saharan Africa: Algeria, Lib-

22 After then name of its founder.
23 AFEIKHENA, Jerome. «Lessons from Colombia for Curtailing the Boko Haram Insur-
gency in Nigeria «PRISM 5, no. 2, 2015.
24 ALAO, Abiodun. Op, cit. p. 127.
25 JORDÁN, Javier. «Jihadist terrorism in Spain».2005.
26 Jihad means «effort». Notwithstanding, the term in this context refers to the use of 
violence in the name of Islam.
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ya, Egypt, Mauritania, Sudan, Chad, Niger, Nigeria, the Central African Re-
public and Somalia.

This terrorist group that has spread terror in the north of Nigeria and 
among its neighbours Chad and Cameroon27 is known by the name of 
Boko Haram. As Olga Torres explains, this name is not coincidental and 
summarises a complex series of ideas that come from «the latinisation 
of two terms: the Hausa word boko (which in spite of what is commonly 
believed is not a loanword taken from the English book but a proper word 
with original meanings such as: farce, deception or falsehood), which 
has come to signify the Western civilisation in general represented by its 
books, plus the Arabic term haram, that which is illicit and is forbidden to 
a Moslem28».

In this context, the term «Western» is to be understood as meaning Chris-
tianity, the secular State, democracy, liberalism and consumerism29. The 
official name of the group being Jama’atu Ahlis Sunnah Lidda’awati wal- 
Jihad, which translates as «community committed to the propagation of 
the Prophet’s teachings and the Jihad30».

Founded in 2001 by Mohammed Yusuf, a charismatic and popular scho-
lar of the Koran, in Borno, in the northeast of the country. Yusuf had stu-
died theology at the Islamic University of Medina, in Saudi Arabia, and 
was greatly influenced by the intolerant preaching of the Egyptian Shukri 
Mustafa31.

In 2000, owing to the pressures exerted by the important Moslem com-
munity, President Olasegun Obasanjo, authorised the 12 States with a 
Moslem majority to adopt Sharia Law32. Yusuf himself had helped to put 
Islamic Law into practice in several of these States33, but failure to fully 
implement Islamic Law, in the opinion of Yusuf and a considerable num-

27 «The image of Cameroon as an island of peace surrounded by a region in tumult 
came to an end in 2013, when the violence of Boko Haram crossed over the Nigerian 
border» HEUNGOUP, Hans de Marie. «The dangerous religious tensions in Cameroon», 
08/09/2015. Foreign Policy Studies.
28 TORRES, Olga. «The gestation of an insurgency: Boko Haram’s historic and ideolog-
ical background, in Nigeria». Page 6.Article awaiting publishing.
29 PENNA, Pio. «From Northern Africa to Sub-Saharan Africa – Radical Islamic Groups 
in Mali and Nigeria», Boletim Meridiano 47 vol. 15, n. 146, 2014. Page 50.
30 In English: People Committed to the Propagation of the Prophet’s Teachings and 
the Jihad.
31 VICKY, Alain. Op, Cit.
32 Sharia, according to the Koran, where this term appears once, is the correct path 
in religion. As might only be expected, which is the correct path and which is not, is a 
matter of human interpretation and, as a result, is «not divine» in nature. The Inherent 
Ambiguity of Islamic Law in KHAN, H., OMAR, M., KUEHNAST K., HAYWARD, S. «Fostering 
Synergies for Advancing Women´s Rights in Post-Conflict Islamic States: A Focus on 
Afghanistan, Egypt, and Libya». Brookings. November 2013.
33 AFEIKHENA, Jerome. Op. Cit.
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ber of young Moslems, led them to accuse the governmental measure 
as being a deception and they decided to organise the group Boko Ha-
ram. Their objectives are the delegitimation of the Government, which 
they claim is run by infidels, and the establishment of a new «caliphate» 
under Sharia Law.

Figure2: States under Sharia Law. Source: Wikimedia commons/Bohr.

Their actions have not always been tinged with the violence that now 
characterises them, this began in 2009 only when the Nigerian Security 
Forces killed at least 700 people in an attempt to get rid of this group, and 
the founder died under police custody34, when his successor, the current 
leader Abubakar Shekau, changed the group’s direction.

Since then, Boko Haram has murdered over 13,000 people in its unsto-
ppable and increasingly bloody advance in the northeast of the country, 
and it has made incursions into Cameroon, Chad and Niger35.

34 LABORIE, MARIO A., «Boko Haram: a latent threat». Spanish Defence Journal, Feb-
ruary 2013. Page 55.
35 Boko Haram spills over the borders. Weekly Report #ISPE, 922.Foreign Policy Stud-
ies. 19/01/2015.
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Boko Haram uses asymmetric warfare tactics such as ambushing, suici-
de attacks or blowing up bridges. However, the most worrying factor is 
that the territory taken over by this group has become a centre for expor-
ting and importing terrorism, from neighbouring or further afield States 
or to those countries36.

Due to their increasingly violent actions, they have not the support from 
the majority of the population in the areas where they act, despite being 
predominantly Moslem. As a result, their main backing comes from other 
extremely radical groups from Africa and beyond37.

Since its first attack in July 2009, this group has been stepping up its 
violent actions by attacking the police and the army, preachers who do 
not sympathise with their cause, politicians and civilians, as well as 
schools, religious buildings and other public institutions. 2014 was the 
bloodiest year and in 2015, by the date this chapter is written, this te-
rrible trend appears to be continuing. Its history of terrorism includes 
such actions as the bomb that exploded at the police headquarters in 
June 2011, the suicide attack on the United Nations headquarters in 
Abuja in August that year, the destruction of the Air Force base n Mai-
duguri in December 2013 and countless attacks that have taken the 
lives of hundreds of fellow citizens, burning and razing entire towns 
and villages. The action that has had the greatest repercussions in 
the media was the kidnapping in 2014 of 273 girls in Chibok (Borno), 
unfortunately not the only act of mass abduction perpetrated by these 
terrorists.

Current situation of the conflict

In spite of the Army’s greater firmness in its fight against Boko Ha-
ram, in the country’s new legislature, terrorist activities are on the 
increase. This group is still a major threat to security in Nigeria. In 
2014 alone, it is calculated that Boko Haram murdered 11,000 people, 
carried out many abductions and attacked numerous military bases38. 
The way it has evolved recently and its high profile in the media show 
that it has a major capacity for action, crossing the Nigerian frontiers 
and entering Niger, Chad and Cameroon. It has also shown great skill 
in adapting its tactics to the context, and has begun to operate like a 
conventional army.

36 OKEREKE, C. Nna-Emeka. «Counter Terrorist Trends and Analysis», VOL 7, Issue 1, 
January / February 2015. Page 101.
37 PENNA, Pio. Op, cit. Page 51.
38 CARSON, Johnnie. «Nigeria: Time For More International Community Attention and 
Action». African Arguments, 19/01/2015.
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Strategical metamorphosis

Boko Haram, just like DAESH is doing preparing a second generation of 
Jihadists39, has adopted a «long war» strategy in its endeavour to establish 
an emirate in the region. By contrast, the Nigerian Government needs a 
long-term comprehensive approach, to use the term coined by NATO, which 
involves «cleansing», sustaining and constructing, in the sense of building 
a strong State, a responsible government and a developed economy.

In the first half of 2015, 40% of the State of Borno was under the control of 
Boko Haram but, unlike other groups that have replaced the State where 
they have taken control, such as DAESH, they are unable to provide the 
population with basic services. Decomposing bodies are piled up in the 
streets of the cities, where hunger and disease reign supreme40.

Regionalisation

Another change in the terrorist group’s adaptive strategy is the regiona-
lisation of its struggle. Boko Haram does not recognise the sovereignty 
of the States with frontiers to the east of Nigeria and aims to establish 
an Islamic emirate in them, affiliated to the caliphate founded by DAESH.

The data furnished by Global Initiative Analysis from the University of South 
Florida regarding the geographical dispersion of the attacks perpetrated by 
Boko Haram show their great offshoring, especially where Niger is concerned:

Figure 3: Geographical distribution of the attacks perpetrated by Boko Haram, by percenta-
ge. Source: Global Initiative Analysis. Compiled by the author.

39 PALACIÁN DE INZA, Blanca. «The DAESH Cubs», Documento de Análisis del IEEE 26/2015.
40 PAYNE, Julia. «Nigerians face killings, hunger in Boko Haram’s ‘state’», REUTERS, 
19/01/2015.
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Abducting women and girls

Apart from the steady rise in the number of murders, Boko Haram is in-
creasingly resorting to abduction and the use of women and girls. Killing 
men, women, boys and girls is nothing new to this group, but kidnapping 
the females is.

Although it is true to say that Boko Haram consistently victimised Chris-
tian women in areas in the north of the country, until 2011 this group had 
not regarded women as combatants or direct objectives of their attacks41. 
Shekau himself stated that unarmed men, young people, women, crippled 
and minors were ilegitimate targets42. The change in the modus operandi 
took place when Shekau gave the order to abduct women and girls, im-
mediately after the Nigerian Government arrested more than one hun-
dred women and children from the leaders of this terrorist group43. Ne-
vertheless, the first abduction of a woman did not occur until May 2013, 
which was considered to be the beginning of a significant change in the 
tactics used.

The women in this group perform traditional cooking and cleaning acti-
vities, but they are also used to set traps for the Nigerian Army, to work 

Figure 4: Geographical distribution of the attacks perpetrated by Boko Haram, by total 
number. Source: Global Initiative Analysis. Compiled by the author. 

41 ZENN, Jacob y PEARSON, Elizabeth. «Boko Haram and the kidnapping of Women: a 
troubled tactic». War on the Rocks, 11th March 2014.
42 Ibídem.
43 ZENN, Jacob y PEARSON, Elizabeth. «Boko Haram and the kidnapping of Women: a 
troubled tactic». War on the Rocks, 11th March 2014.



328

Blanca Palacián de Inza

as informants or to be turned into chattels for sale, meaning a further 
source of income for the group44. They can carry arms, concealing the 
AK 47 rifles under their veils or, pretending that they are carrying their 
babies, carry improvised explosive devices (IED) on their backs45. Fina-
lly, on some occasions, women and girls46 participate, almost invariably 
against their will or completely unaware of the act they are going to 
commit, as is the case with girls -,in bomb attacks incorrectly referred 
to as «suicide attacks».

Although at the outset the change took place strictly for vengean-
ce, the group is taking advantage of the fact that these victims are 
extremely useful in different areas of their fight. However, not all 
women are forced to collaborate with Boko Haram. Some of them 
do so of their own free will for a variety of reasons. First of all there 
are women who do so either because they are convinced by the te-
rrorists, or in revenge for the death of a relative. Other women that 
collaborate with this group do so out of economic necessity, given 
that if 69.1% of the Nigerians living in the northeast survive on less 
than 1 dollar a day, according to the data available from 201047, so 
it can be extremely tempting for women to receive up to 300 dollars 
for arms trafficking48.

From 2009 until October 2014, it is calculated49 that Boko Haram kid-
napped about 500 women and girls. The targets of these actions are 
mainly those who profess Christian Religion, although some moderate 
Moslem women and girls are also deprived of their liberty. Regarding 
men, also the target of kidnapping, when they are abducted they are 
normally murdered. There are clear differences therefore with res-
pect to sex and religion where violence is concerned, but along gene-
ral lines it can be stated that those who do not clearly support them 
suffer violence.

219 of the 273 girls abducted in Chibok in April 2014 were still in the 
hands of Boko Haram when this chapter was written. It is estimated 
that after being subjected to a process of radicalisation by the group, 
they are now carrying out violent activities. Those who refuse to per-

44 DRǍGULESCU, Teodora. «Gender-based violence: Women employed as terror tools 
by Boko Haram». Consultancy Africa, 03/10/2014.
45 ONUOHA, Freedom C. «Porous Borders and Boko Haram’s Arms Smuggling Opera-
tions in Nigeria». Op. Cit.
46 SMITH, Alexander. «Boko Haram Appears to Be Using Abducted Girls as Suicide 
Bombers: Experts», NBC News, 15/01/2015.
47 THE GOVERNMENT OF NIGERIA. NATIONAL BUREAU OF STATISTICS, «Nigeria pover-
ty profile 2010». January 2010.
48 ONUOHA, Freedom C. «Porous Borders and Boko Haram’s Arms Smuggling Opera-
tions in Nigeria«, Al Jazeera Center For Studies, 08/09/2013.
49 Human Rights Watch report, 27/10/2014.
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form the tasks are buried up to their heads in the ground and stoned 
to death50.

In December 2014 alone, 185 people were abducted, most of whom were 
children and women51. Some of them have been exchanged for prisoners 
belonging to the terrorist group, which, in that sense, makes this new 
tactic successful52. Others are used as wives for their militants and as sex 
slaves in their camps.

The Government has also used women and girls as a means for attac-
king the insurgent group. Thus, the wives of members of Boko Haram, 
including Shekau’s, have without having been accused of any crime 
whatsoever, been deprived of their liberty and some are also being 
used for bargaining purposes53. Therefore, it is a revenge tactics54, 
an eye for an eye, the one used by the terrorist group that, althou-
gh it shares the same principles as the international Jihadist move-
ment, focuses part of its ideas on the specific abuses of the Nigerian 
Government55.

Elizabeth Donnelly, assistant to the Director of the section Africa 
and researcher for the Chatham House Africa Programme, explained 
that Boko Haram does not see age as a limit, it merely sees children 
as dispensable resources56. According to Donnelly, it is true that it 
was known for many years that boys and girls are being abducted, 
but they were not aware that they were being used as «arms and 
shields».

In July 2015, not only in Nigeria but also in the rest of the region 
where this group operates, we found many cases of women used 
as bombs, although statistics are difficult to obtain. Global Initiative 
Analysis at the University of South Florida has provided us with the 
following data:

50 GLOBAL INITIATIVE ANALYSIS Editorial. «Editorial: Boko Haram’s «Long War» Strat-
egy—and How to Counter It», 03/08/2015.
51 UMAR, Abdullahi, HARUNA, Kareem, MEFOR, Chika and EJIKE, Ejike. «Nigeria: Out-
rage Over Fresh Kidnap of 185 Women». All Africa, 19/12/2014.
52 Testimonial Archive Project. Interview with Elizabeth Pearson. 27/07/2014.
53 Ibidem.
54 PEARSON, Elizabeth and ZENN, Jacob. «How Nigerian police also detained women 
and children as weapon of war». The Guardian, 06/05/2014.
55 MATFESS, Hilary. «Boko Haram is not al-Qaeda», The Washington Post, 13/01/2015.
56 WALSH, Michael. «Boko Haram’s use of girl suicide bombers intensifies amid terror 
campaign» Yahoo News, 16/01/2015.
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Boko Haram and polio

Poliomyelitis is a viral disease that can affect the nerves and lead to total 
or partial paralysis. It is only endemic in three countries: Pakistan, Afgha-
nistan and Nigeria. In spite of the brutalities of the past year, Nigeria has 
had a major success: not one single case of polio was recorded. Although 
the international health authorities wait for three years before declaring 
one country to be free of this disease, the signs are encouraging.

Health professionals and volunteers have displayed great merit in achie-
ving this success, not only because of the size of the country but also as a 
result of the challenge involved in vaccinating all children57. Furthermore, 
their polio eradication campaign has had to overcome difficult hurdles 
such as corruption, insecurity and Boko Haram’s radicals’ stiff opposition 
to vaccination, which is considered to be a «Western» practice58.

57 About 57 million minors under five years age are being vaccinated at least four times 
a year. With a view to this hundreds of thousands of volunteers and qualified personnel 
are being mobilised. Leading all of this is the World Polio Eradication Initiative, comprising 
the WHO, the International Rotary Club, the Centres for the Control and Prevention of Dis-
ease, UNICEF, USAID, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Nigerian Authorities. 
NARANJO, José. «Cautious optimism after a year without polio». El Pais, 23/07/2015.
58 HILDEBRANDT, Amber. «Nigeria’s Boko Haram insurgency thwarting UN war on po-
lio», CBC News, 02/06/2014.
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Counterinsurgency

One of the Government’s actions in the fight against Boko Haram in 2010 
was to set up joint counterinsurgency groups called Joint Task Force (JTF), 
consisting of personnel from the three armed forces, the police, the security 
services and, in some cases, civilians, all under one single command. These 
JTFs have been operating in the northeast of the country and on some occa-
sions have been involved in repressive measures akin to the methods used 
by the terrorists including the extrajudicial killing of militants and civilians, 
which has caused them to lose the support of part of the population.

Amnesty International59 states that since March 2011, more than 7,000 
young men and boys have died while in custody, and over 1,200 people 
have been victims of illegal homicide since February 2012.

Faced with dwindling international support, reflected in the arms embar-
go imposed by countries like the United States60, the new President of 
Nigeria, Muhammadu Buhari has announced that an arms factory will be 
set up in the country to reduce its dependence on foreign States in its 
struggle against Boko Haram. Yet in spite of the embargo, Nigeria, as is 
the case with Cameroon, is supplied with helicopters from China and Rus-
sia, and armoured cars from China, the Czech Republic, South Africa and 
Ukraine. Canadian companies also supplied armoured cars from produc-
tion lines based in Nigeria and the United Arab Emirates61.

The victory of Muhammadu Buhari, a Moslem from the north of the coun-
try who in the 1980s already governed as a dictator for nearly two years, 
over the previous President Jonathan Goodluck, a Christian from the sou-
th, in the Nigerian Presidential Elections held in March 2015, plus the 
way the entire electoral process took place, were important news for the 
country that, in spite of having a fragile system, clearly wagers in favour 
of the democratic institutions.

The Presidency is currently faced with three very serious problems that, 
as we have seen, are closely linked among each other: the Jihadist mo-
vement Boko Haram, youth unemployment and widespread corruption62.

The forgotten refugee crisis

Although no refugee crisis is on the same scale as the Syrian tragedy, the 
migration crisis that is being caused by Boko Haram terror in the north 

59 https://www.amnesty.org/.
60 MOLANO, Eduardo S. «Nigeria announces the creation of an arms factory to make 
up for its shortage against Boko Haram». ABC, 11/08/2015.
61 MOLANO, Eduardo, Op, cit.
62 El País, Editorial. «The Nigerian example». 10/04/2015.



332

Blanca Palacián de Inza

is reaching such proportions that in April 2015, the aid agencies asked 
for 174 million dollars to help Nigerian refugees in Cameroon, Chad and 
Niger63. Furthermore, according to the UNHCR, over half a million people 
have become internally displaced64. However, in spite of these figures and 
appeals, sufficient steps have not yet been taken to alleviate such huma-
nitarian crisis.

The largest refugee camp for Nigerians is in Minawao, in the north of 
Cameroon. Constructed for 30,000 people, on 31st July 2015 it housed 
around 45,000 and the numbers are rising day by day. The UNHCR’s re-
presentative in Cameroon, Khassim Diagne, described the situation at 
this camp as unsustainable.

The role of external actors

Until the infamous abduction of the girls in Chibok, the attitude shown by 
both the Nigerian Government itself and the international community was 
distinctly passive. The strategy adopted by the external actors has also 
undergone a change.

Military and Private Security Companies

Dozens of foreign contractors collaborate with the Nigerian Army in 
counterinsurgency, due to the inability of the Army to put a stop to this 
growing threat. The missions that they are carrying out range from trai-
ning special units in anti-terrorist tactics to in-situ instruction in the use 
of artillery or armoured vehicles65.

In spite of such contracting, mainly intended to present positive results to 
public opinion in the pre-electoral period, a coordinated regional respon-
se, after certain hesitancy, has become crucial.

Sub-regional involvement

As we have seen, the Boko Haram conflict is directly affecting Nigeria´s 
neighbouring countries, not only owing to the attacks on their territory, 
but also as a result of the displacement of their own or other States´ po-
pulation as they flee from the terror and misery.

63 Press releases, 9thApril 2015 http://www.unhcr.org/55266f7d6.html.
64 UNHCR, «2015 UNHCR sub-regional operations profile - West Africa «.Information 
available at website http://www.unhcr.org/.
65 LABORIE, Mario. «Nigeria resorts to security contractors in its fight against Boko 
Haram». Opinion document issued by the IEEE 29/2015, March 2015.
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The pressure exerted upon the neighbouring countries has also carried 
on rising. That is why, six years after the conflict broke out and with over 
13,000 dead, a joint force against Boko Haram has been organised, com-
posed of troops from Chad, Niger, Cameroon, Benin and Nigeria. This for-
ce was deployed on 30th July 2015, under the name Multinational Joint 
Task Force (MNJTF), with nearly 9,000 soldiers and under Nigerian com-
mand. It is supported by the African Union —which requested the backing 
of the UNO—, the European Union, the United Kingdom, the United States 
and the United Nations, albeit without control over sub-regional forces66. 
This detachment replaces an earlier and less coordinated regional one 
that was operating in an attempt to bring about a final offensive against 
Boko Haram as from February67.

By way of example: Chad, the shores and islands of the lake that bears 
the same name, have become a new stronghold seized by the Boko Ha-
ram militia. Malnutrition increased by 35% in the first quarter of 2015 and 
the considerable presence of refugees and people displaced from Nigeria 
—about 55,000— amounts to a further burden on resources68. Approxi-
mately 60% of the goods consumed in Chad come from Maiduguri, in Ni-
geria: electronic material, carpets, teapots, sugar, fruit and vegetables, 
the natural route for these products being the lake. However, the frontier 
has been closed because of the violence.

This sub-regional involvement is undoubtedly a correct response when it 
comes to standing up to the threat that this group poses to the zone.

China

These days one cannot mention any African country without referring to 
China. As Nigeria is the wealthiest country on this continent, it goes wi-
thout saying that China has a high profile where trade is concerned.

Boko Haram’s actions are a cause for concern to the Chinese Govern-
ment, but no more. From Beijing’s perspective, Nigeria is the second 
country in terms of Chinese investments, above Chad, Niger and Ca-
meroon. In this country, China has invested in natural gas and oil, as 
well as telecommunications and construction. The State-owned com-
pany China Railway Construction Corporation (CRCC) was the suc-
cessful bidder for the contract to construct a railway line that almost 
runs throughout the entire length of the Nigerian Coast. The contract 

66 IROEGBU, Senator, «Nigeria: Buratai Hands Over MNJTF Command to Abbah», 
01/08/2015, All Africa.
67 HUBERT, Thomas, «Fight against Boko Haram turns into ‘regional war’»10/02/2015, 
France 24.
68 NARANJO, José. «Lake Chad, new refuge of the Boko Haram militia» El País, 
05/07/2015.
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is worth around 9,500 million Euros making it the highest amount ever 
signed by a Chinese company abroad69. Development and security go 
hand in hand and China needs too many resources to have to be wo-
rried about security problems and pull out. Furthermore, the Chinese 
Prime Minister announced during his visit in May 2015, China’s inten-
tion to double the bilateral trade exchanges up to 400 thousand million 
dollars in 2020. That is why the country’s and the region´s security 
problems cannot be ignored by the Chinese Government, while at the 
same time following its policy of non-interference in other countries 
domestic affairs. As a result, it does not send its own military effec-
tives to work in situ, although some joint exercises have taken place 
between the two countries, but does contract private security Chinese 
companies to protect its interests70.

Nevertheless, although China’s involvement in security matters in other 
countries is low profile, it is on the increase. Thus, it has sent Blue Hel-
mets to Liberia, to Western Sahara, to the Ivory Coast and, more recently, 
to Mali. It has contributed with more than 2.5 million dollars to equipping 
and training the Ugandan contingent of AMISOM, as well as tactical com-
munications gear offered to Kenya71.

The United States

Apart from having declared Boko Haram to be a terrorist group, since 
June 2013, the USA has offered a reward of 7 million dollars in return 
for information concerning the whereabouts of its leader Abubakar 
Shekau.

After the change of government, Nigeria has intensified its request for 
aid from the United States in its fight against Boko Haram and against 
corruption. Relations between the US Administration and ex-President 
Goodluck were not very smooth after the American arms embargo im-
posed as a consequence of the accusations levelled at officers in the 
Nigerian Army, concerning violations of human rights. In spite of this, 
after the abduction of the Chibok schoolgirls, the USA announced its 
intention to cooperate with Nigeria in its struggle against insurgency 
and sent reconnaissance flights over the country with a view to res-
cuing them. In addition, the first lady, Michelle Obama, very committed 
with respect to that terrible event, got involved in the Internet cam-
paign: #BringBackOurGirls.

69 FONTDEGLÒRIA, Xavier, «China clinches its biggest ever contract abroad with a rail-
way line in Nigeria». El País, 21/11/2014.
70 SUREAU, Delphine. «How China is facing up the Boko Haram threat». RFI, 
13/03/2015.
71 RFI. «China faces security matters in Africa». RFI, 03/09/2015.



335

Nigeria: domestic terrorism?

More recently and after the new President Buhari’s first visit to Obama, 
the latter promised support to his Nigerian colleague in the fight against 
Boko Haram and has already allocated 5 milliondollarsfor this purpose. 
Despite this, the United States has still not lifted the arms embargo in 
view of its concern over the violation of human rights by the Nigerian 
Army.

Where US aid stands out best is in enhancing Nigerian counter-terrorist 
skills and enabling a comprehensive approach to be made to the pro-
blem. Thus, for example, work is being done on improving Nigerian legal 
methods for investigating cases of terrorism, for coping with the difficult 
problem of deactivating explosive devices, professionalising key military 
units and perfecting their planning skills, the fight against Boko Haram’s 
propaganda, or improving frontier security72.

The European Union

The European Union deployed an observation mission (EU EOM) for the 
electoral process that took place without incidents in March 2015.

Nigeria and the EU have signed several dialogue and cooperation agree-
ments for development that include such areas as peace and security, 
governance and human rights or health and nutrition73.

Figure 6:  Michelle Obama and Malala holding a card that says #Bring Back Our Girls. 
Source: Twitter. 

72 For more detailed information about this type of actions, it is recommended to refer 
to the US Government’s website: http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2014/05/226072.
htm. Consultation date: September 2015.
73 For more detailed information, it is recommended to refer to the European External 
Action website in its section devoted to this bilateral relationship: http://eeas.europa.
eu/nigeria/index_en.htm. Consultation date: September 2015.
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Regarding the specific problem of Boko Haram, the EU is providing funds 
to help those internally displaced by the terror to survive. At the time of 
writing this chapter, no intervention in the region was envisaged through 
the deployment of EU forces.

Spain

Relations between Spain and Nigeria are good, but they could and should 
be bettered to mutual benefit. Nigeria is a market with over 160 million 
consumers who could be potential customers for Spanish companies. 
Spain imports gas and oil from Nigeria, which has now replaced Mexico 
as the biggest exporter of oil to Spain74. From an energy security perspec-
tive, cooperation with Nigeria in its fight against terrorism, which is now 
national and regional but which could soon affect international security, 
is a top priority, as are irregular migration and illegal trafficking.

Furthermore, Spain has a considerable Nigerian community of approximately 
34,000 people75. The mafias coming from that country are also settling in Spain 
and controlling the cocaine markets, as well as human trafficking or fraud76.

Conclusions and prospects

Few regional powers in the world are fraught with as many contradictions as 
Nigeria: 90% of the country’s inhabitants are poor and more than 60% extre-
mely poor, yet it is the second biggest consumer of champagne after France77.

Although Nigeria might appear to be a far-off land, the challenges it has to 
face bring it closer to our country and its vital interests. Piracy, especially 
directed against stealing petroleum, organised crime, illegal trafficking 
and, above all, Jihadist terrorism are the major threats to the security and 
integrity of this country, to our country and to the whole world.

There is little basis for saying that by the end of 2015 the Boko Haram 
problem will have disappeared, as President Buhari stated in August 
201578. It was clearly an electoral claim rather than a genuine promise. 
Although it is true to say that his commitment in the struggle against this 
group is real and indispensable, it is not a question of winning a battle but 
the war, and this target will require more time.

74 ESTELLER, Rubén. «Nigeria overtakes Mexico as the top exporter of oil to Spain», 
The Economist, 23/07/2015.
75 BARRENECHEA, Luisa. «Nigeria and Spain can work even more closely». EsGlobal, 
02/02/2015.
76 HERRAIZ, Pablo and ROJAS, Alberto. «Nigerian Mafia Ltd.» El Mundo, 05/04/2015.
77 Íbidem.
78 SONIYI, Tobi and SHUAIBU, Ibrahim. «We Will Defeat Boko Haram by December, Bu-
hari Vows». This Day Live, 02/08/2015.
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There is a well-founded fear that foreign Jihadists may start to move to 
Nigeria, as they have done in Syria. If this happens, the situation in the 
northeast of the country will continue to deteriorate and there is a risk 
that this could undermine the economy, as well as security, making the 
State even more fragile79.

In a country like Nigeria, where the average age is 18.2 years80, and with 
such flagrant economic inequalities, it is hardly surprising that althou-
gh the terrorist organisations do manage to attract followers who share 
their beliefs and aims, the majority of the members of their ranks are 
young, unemployed and poor, who see their link with Boko Haram as the 
only way of surviving and attacking the State, which is ultimately respon-
sible for their precarious existence.

Figure 7: Nigerian population pyramid. Source: CIA Factbook.

It is undoubtedly the case that the success of this terrorist group is di-
rectly associated with the poor administration and widespread corrup-
tion that abounds in the country81. That is why, although it is essential to 
neutralise the terrorists from a military perspective, this is not sufficient 
to make them disappear. If the deep-rooted underlying causes are not 

79 SIBINDI, Cosmas. «Nigeria: The New Pakistan or the End of Boko Haram?», Colum-
bia Political Review, 29/03/2015.
80 CIA Factbook data. Consulted in January 2015.
81 TONWE, Daniel A. and EKE, Surulola J. «State fragility and violent uprisings in Nige-
ria»,  African Security Review, 2013. 22:4, 232-243, DOI: 10.1080/10246029.2013.838794.
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tackled, the inequality and poverty, particularly rife in the north of the 
country, it will become all the more difficult to prevent the existence of 
this «boko haram» or similar groups in other African countries.

Because the insurrection that is fruit of marginalisation and hunger and 
that adopts terror as a way of winning political power, is not a new pheno-
menon. Without looking too far, we can see that the origins of this group 
are similar to the ones that gave rise to insurgency in Pakistan, where 
radical Islamic insurgency also began and spread in a zone where the 
population felt ignored. Abduction and suicide bombing as a means for 
filling people with fear is the tactic that is used there too. And finally, both 
nations have a neighbour that is a focus and a sanctuary for insecurities; 
Pakistan has had to face the endemic violence in Afghanistan, and Nigeria 
has the uncontrolled region of Sahel and the abundance of arms mobili-
sed for the Libyan Civil War.

Nearly all of this is still to be done, i.e., restructuring the Army, distribu-
ting the country’s wealth more evenly, implementing universal education 
and putting an end to corruption as a structural way of life in Nigeria. A 
similar, comprehensive approach, is also essential if the violence in the 
Niger Delta is to be curtailed.

Along these lines, the lessons learnt from other conflict situations are of 
particular interest. For example, four lessons taken from the Colombian 
experience can be applied to the Nigerian case82:

1. A strong and effective leadership is essential to success in asym-
metric warfare. This can be the role to be played by President Bu-
hari and his committed position with respect to the fight against 
terrorism as the top priority in his policy.

2. Strengthen and restructure the Army.
3. Abandon the conventional approach, focused exclusively on mili-

tary issues.
4. Give priority to the fight against corruption.

Fixing the main structural deficiency should also be added to the above 
points: the traditional alienation and marginalisation of Nigerian Moslems 
and their poverty83. The breeding ground of insurrection. As far as the we-
ll-known phrase associated with US international policy «winning their 
hearts and minds» is concerned, we could also add «and their stomachs, 
too». There is no development without security, but neither is there any 
security without development.

So, it would hardly be surprising if Nigeria itself were to become the «Sa-
hel» of Chad, Niger or Cameroon, if solutions are not found soon.

82 AFEIKHENA, Jerome, Op, cit.
83 CAMPBELL, John. «U.S. Policy to Counter Nigeria’s Boko Haram», Council on Foreign 
Relations, November 2014.
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Geopolitical indicators

Surface Area: 923.768 km2

GDP: 573.7 billion (American) dollars (2014 est.)

GDP structure

Agriculture: 20.6%

Industry: 25.6%

Services: 53.8% (2014 est.)

GDP per capita: 6,000 dollars(2014 est.)

GDP growth rate: 6.3% (2014 est.)

Trade relations
(Exports):
Countries: 
India 12.8%, United States11.1%, Brazil 10%, Spain 7.1%, Netherlands 7.1%, 
Germany 5.1%, France 4.7%, United Kingdom 4.5%, South Africa 4.2% (2013)
Products:
Oil and by-products 95%, cacao (2012 est.)
Quantity:
93.01 billion (American) dollars (2014 est.)

Trade relations
(Imports):
Countries: 
China 20,8%, United States 11,2%, India 4,5% (2013)
Products:
Machinery, chemical products, transport equipment, manufactured articles, 
food and livestock
Quantity:
52.79 billion (American) dollars (2014 est.)

Population: 181.562.056

Age structure

0-14: 43.01% 

15-64: 53.88%

Over 65: 3.11%

Population growth rate: 2.45% (2015 est.)

Ethnic groups: 
The population of Nigeria is composed of more than 250 ethnic groups. The largest and 
most politically influential ones are: Hausa and Fulani 29%, Yoruba 21%, Igbo (Ibo) 
18%, Ijaw 10%, Kanuri 4%, Ibibio 3.5% and Tiv 2.5%

Religions: 
Moslem 50%, Christian 40%, and local beliefs 10%

Population literacy rate: 59.6%

Persons living with HIV/AIDS: 
3,228,600 (2013 est.) (3rd highest in the world)

Population below the poverty threshold: 70% (2010 est.)

GINI Index: 48.8 for 2013

Military expenditure. 0.89% of the GDP (2012)

Source: CIA The World FACTBOOK (EXCEPT FOR THE GINI INDEX: WORLD BANK).
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Chronology of the conflict

CHAPTER IX Nigeria: Domestic Terrorism?

DATE EVENTS

1861-1914 Great Britain consolidates its control over what it calls the Colony and 
Protectorate of Nigeria.

1960 Independence. The Prime Minister Abubakar Tafawa Balewa leads the 
Governmental Coalition.

1967 Three Eastern States break away to form the Republic of Biafra, giving 
rise to a bloody civil war. 

1970 The former regions of Biafra rejoin the country. 

1980 Kano Insurrection.

December 
1983 Muhammad Buhari seizes power after a bloodless coup d’état. 

2000 12 States in the north adopt Sharia Law. Tension between Moslems and 
Christians cause hundreds of deaths. 

2001 Mohammed Yusuf forms Boko Haram in Borno. 

2009 First attack by Boko Haram.

2010 Creation of the Joint Task Force (JTF).

2011 Shekau gives the order to abduct women and girls.

May 2013 First abduction of a woman.

April 2014 274 schoolgirls are abducted in Chibok.

March 2015 Presidential Elections. Muhammadu Buhari wins.

30th July 
2015 Deployment of the Multinational Joint Task Force.
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The repositioning of Pakistan, a change from the 
strategy of pacification to direct action

Andrés González Martín

Abstract

Pakistan’s history, although being brief, is full of tragic events which have 
not yet permitted to define an original story completely inclusive, modern 
and open to the rest of the world. The present of the country is and will 
be in the short and medium term still marked by strong tensions. Pa-
kistan’s policy is determined by his obsession for national security and 
for the insufficient definition of its own identity. This reality imposes an 
array of fixations attached to old customs, dark affairs, excessive limeli-
ght and poor funding of essential public services, coupled with a strong 
demographic pressure and significant economic imbalances, all together 
threatening the precarious stability of the country and of the entire re-
gion. However, the bombing on December 16, 2014, of a school in Pes-
hawar, and the subsequent approval of the National Action Plan Against 
Terrorism opened a new chapter with new possibilities.

Key Words

Nawaz Sharif, Imrah Khan, General Raheel Shariff, General Kayani, Te-
hrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), Action Plan Against Terrorism, China–Pa-
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Introduction

The political breach

Modernity means mobilisation and participation. These are the two key 
factors, a consequence of the growing complexity of the political com-
munity and the emergence of diversity in a scenario where countries ri-
val each other in their capacity to influence, act and remain. Modernity is 
associated with the sustained ability to change the power patterns and 
their distribution. It amounts to accepting a kind of stability that is forever 
being thrown off balance by the constant position changes affecting the 
different stakeholders, supported by the rapid institutional development. 
Yet while this imbalanced order is being attained, constantly able to inte-
grate the change in question, the situation is not comfortable for anybody. 
When the starting point is the order of the traditional world or if this an-
cient order is still being used as a benchmark, the modernisation process 
is associated with instability.

Modernity leads tostability, yet modernisation opens up the courses of 
instability. In a modern State the movements are self-regulated and it is 
the separation (or division) of powers that guarantees this adjustment. 
However, in a State that is in the process of modernisation, regulation 
requires a concentration of power, especially when the rate of change is 
as swift as it is at the present time. A strong power is the only one that can 
hold the reins of the various change processes, tightening or slackening 
each one at the right moment to prevent the rates and positions getting 
out of step where economic, social, cultural, psychological, geostrategic, 
military and power movements are concerned.

In Europe, we are aware of the growing economic breach that has opened 
up in the world with globalisation and the perverse effects of inequality 
that have been generated, but this is not as much the case when it comes 
to assessing the importance of the increasing political breach. We have 
accepted as dogma that economic development leads to social change 
that, in turn, brings about political change and stability, it being unders-
tood that everything is reduced to a problem of development. The truth of 
the matter is that such a causal relationship is not that clear in practice.

The North Americans were convinced that their military and political su-
pport in Pakistan, where they were spending thousands of millions of 
dollars, would end up turning the country into a model democracy. Ne-
vertheless, it is India without the aid of the USA that has been able to 
advance much more quickly in the right direction. What has happened 
on the Indian subcontinent is exactly the opposite of what was expected.

Furthermore, for some considerably time we in the West have come to 
identify democracy with elections. Our convictions have led us to belie-
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ve that by enabling the population to participate in politics, the changes, 
underlying frozen by bad governance or directly by tyranny, would auto-
matically be able to crystallise into new orderly and democratic political 
forms. Nevertheless, the crude reality over the last 15 years has taught 
us that in many parts of the world violence carries on at the same time 
as the different electoral processes approved by the political roadmap 
are taking place, and that such violence even increases during election 
campaigns. In spite of elections, internal conflicts follow their own violent 
course without it being possible to establish governments that are stable 
enough to be able to respond to the insecurity situation.

The main task of a government is to govern

Political violence and corruption on the one hand and democracy on the 
other, would not appear to be perfectly compatible for very long. The 
functions and causes of corruption are similar to those of violence, both 
are symptoms of the weakness of the political institutions. Corruption 
and violence are a mechanism that enables different groups to relate to 
the political system and take part in it by violating its laws.

Corruption and violence are examples of deviant political behaviour, en-
couraged by a lack of opportunities outside the established power-sha-
ring model, owing to an insufficient adaptation, flexibility, complexity, au-
tonomy and consistency of the institutional framework and the growing 
political participation and mobilisation of societies that have been stag-
nating for a long time. Durkheim’s mechanical society, inherent to simple 
political communities, dissolves with economic, social, technological and 
cultural progress. A breakdown of traditional order, brought about by mo-
dernisation, is particularly destabilising when the aforementioned types 
of progress do not go hand in hand with changes in the distribution of 
power, the way it is organised and its procedures.

In the case of Pakistan, all the ingredients are mixed in their pure state 
and in large doses. Political violence and corruption, social groups still 
abiding by old traditions, elite groups hoarding all the opportunities for 
themselves, a cultural and ethnic fracture, tribalism and religious radica-
lism, dramatic national security obsessions, an ADN embedded national 
mistrust of anything that could come from India, tensions between the 
centre and the peripheral areas, problems of national identity, political 
asymmetry of the territories and the citizens are variables that can only 
be politically coped with strong parties very organised into hierarchies, 
imbued with a strong ideological component, capable of subjecting per-
sonal ambitions to the common good, in league with other parties abroad, 
with internal regulations intolerant of corruption, patient when it comes 
to reaching power, prepared to exercise it without chicanery when they 
have it and to hand it over to the opposition when this is in order.
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In Pakistan it is also true that the main function of a government is to go-
vern in accordance with the Pakistanis’ needs and not to do so is another 
type of immorality. Power is currently far too scattered, without this being 
interpreted as meaning distribution or representativeness, to enhance 
the changes that are required with India and Afghanistan, improvement 
in exchanges in the regional sphere, reforms affecting the energy produc-
tion and distribution system, the fight against organised crime, especially 
deep-rooted in Karachi, control over police action by judges, especially 
over border guards, defence of the rights of religious minorities, the iso-
lation and complete dismantling of the terrorist sanctuaries and, all in all, 
the governability of the country facing up to its difficult challenges.

A strong concentration of effective power seems to be what Pakistan 
needs most when dealing with the challenges of modernisation, a power 
that is determined to set in motion the changes that are required, without 
giving way to the pressures of those who aspire to keep the country stee-
ped in its traditions or to the pressures of those who want change to take 
place too quickly. A reality simply is, while an idea is developed, and this 
last takes its time and requires continuity and perseverance.

From the West, when we think about the democratisation of power, we 
immediately associate this with its limitation and control, the famous 
«Checks and Balances». Especially in Europe, we take it for granted that 
the power exists and that it is sufficiently able. We find it difficult to com-
prehend that authority has to be valid and enforceable before it can be li-
mited and although we might find it strange in Pakistan, authority is what 
is in short supply. Madison himself in «The Federalist» (No. 51) put us in 
a situation where apart from talking of the separation of powers, he in-
dicated that it is first necessary to enable the government to control the 
governed and then make it control itself.

Samuel Huntington, in his book «Political Order in Changing Societies» 
begins with a sentence that some will find provocative: «The most im-
portant political distinction among countries concerns not their form of 
government but their degree of government». Taking into account this 
starting point, it is not difficult to understand that this author later argues 
that in oligarchic regimes, the main reasons for military interventions in 
politics are not military yet political, and that these interventions do not 
reflect the organisation and culture of the military establishment but are 
fruit of the country’s institutional and social structure.

The naïve enthusiasm for the end of this history, still shown in the bad-
ly-named «Arab Springs», surely required the impact of failure and frus-
tration to press home an inescapable reality: there is no democracy wi-
thout democrats.

The degree of political culture that a society has determines to a large 
extent the possibilities and rates at which the different proposals of a po-
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litical nature can be implemented, developed and consolidated. Stephen 
P. Cohen, analyst at the Brookings Institution, considered to be one of the 
most reliable experts on the Pakistani Armed Forces and their relations-
hip with the civil authorities, author of the book «Pakistan Army and the 
Idea of Pakistan», recently stated in an interview: I’d prefer a moderate 
competent military regime to a Pakistan-style pseudo-democracy, unable 
to identify the challenges it has to face and approach them properly1.

Pakistan has a civil society that is strong enough to play its role, but the 
extent to which it has evolved is not the same in the different provin-
ces. Elections are not imposed from abroad but are a consequence of 
the country’s own difficult political development. The political parties 
have not been created artificially from the exterior around an imposed 
leader, they have their own life and that life is Pakistan. In Pakistan, the 
elections are not a milestone on a roadmap for a transition negotiated 
somewhere else and their results establish who governs and with what 
support. However, the Army will be watchful and will not cease to mark 
limits and influence. Of course it is true that civilian-military relations 
are far from being what are considered healthy in Europe. Pakistanis a 
country of contrasts and undoubtedly full of contradictions, many, but if 
we get to know it better we will perhaps be able to discern them more 
accurately. Knowing what is happening in Pakistanis important to us, and 
not to cheer or condemn it, but above all to understand it recognizing its 
potential and limits.

Background to the conflict

Starting point

Although the history of Pakistan is brief, it is fraught with tragic events, 
which have yet to define its own history and one that is totally compre-
hensive, modern and open to the rest of the world. This country’s present, 
in the short- and medium-term, is and will carry on being defined by on-
going tensions, by latent wars in all directions, not only in the conventio-
nal but also in the asymmetrical area, and also by an unfinished arms 
race, which has ended up by making Pakistan a nuclear power that does 
not form part of the Non-Proliferation Treaty. Pakistan’s policy is forged 
by its obsession with national security and a blurred definition of its own 
identity. This reality is fraught with a series of obsessions that involve 
ancient customs, obscure relations, excessive prominence, insufficient 
controls, insufficient guarantees for the implementation of the most ba-
sic civil rights, plus deficient financing of the essential public services, 

1 Source: https://alaiwah.wordpress.com/2014/07/18/dr-stephen-cohen-says-army- 
will-prevent-pakistans-collapse/.
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which together with considerable demographic pressure and significant 
economic imbalances threaten the precarious stability of the country and 
the region as a whole.

The economic growth rate is insufficient to cater for the rapid population 
rise2. Almost 60% of the population is under 25 and the average age of 
the country’s inhabitants is continuously decreasing. The unemployment 
rate is low, yet this conceals dramas that are much more serious than 
unemployment. Economic and social mobility are almost negligible and 
the education system merely serves to contribute to this situation. The 
combined effect of an ongoing population growth, an increasing number 
of young people, employment of very poor quality, a lack of expectations 
and opportunities are all conducive to radicalisation processes fuelled by 
thousands of madrassas that preach hate.

Since Independence in 1947, Pakistan has had three constitutions, the 
one in force was approved in 1973 but has been reformed on 19 occa-
sions. The country has had four generals as presidents, all of whom 
were imposed by the Armed Forces. It has also participated in four 
wars against India, two declared and two undeclared, and incidents 
frequently occur on the line dividing Kashmir between the two States. 
In 1971, it experienced the trauma of the secession of East Pakistan, 
now Bangladesh. It has armed the Afghan Mujahedeen, who resisted 
the Soviet invasion eventually bringing about the withdrawal of the 
great Communist power in 1989.It has created and maintained the Ta-
liban movement that seized power in Kabul after the civil war. It has 
served as a refuge for Ben Laden and the leaders of Al Qaeda. It has 
helped the USA in its war in Afghanistan while at the same time main-
taining relations with and negotiating with radical groups. In 2008, it 
was considered by the CIA to be the main threat to the United Sta-
tes security and after nearly seventy years of history, its government, 
backed by a national assembly elected by ballot in 2008, managed for 
the first time in 2013 to complete its mandate and call elections wi-
thout interference from the Army.

Political situation after the 2013 Elections

Over 120 political parties are registered in Pakistan, although only 18 
managed to win seats in the National Assembly in the most recent elec-
tions held in May 2013. Only five parties have more than 10 represen-
tatives in a Chamber of 342 seats. General and Provincial Elections are 
held on the same day and in the 2008 Elections only two parties obtained 
parliamentary representation in the four Provincial Assemblies and the 

2 National Intelligence Council, «Global Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds», Washington, 
DC, 2012.
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National Assembly, the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and the Pakistan 
Muslim League (PML-Q).

In 2013, the traditional two-party system suffered a serious blow, caused 
by the crisis affecting the PPP, in power until that moment. On this occa-
sion only one party, the Pakistan Muslim League (PML-N), managed to win 
representation in all the parliaments. What is more, the emerging parties 
have broken the two-party system that hitherto governed country.

Until the present time only two political groups, the PPP and the PML, 
have been sufficiently well established throughout the country to be able 
to lead a national government. The traditional candidates for government 
come from either the PPP or the PML, one or the other has done so with 
a majority or with support, alternating in power but invariably controlled 
by the military.

The Muslim League (PML)is the independence party, which was establi-
shed by the first Prime Minister of Pakistan, the founding father of the 
State, Muhammad Ali Jinnah. It is currently splintered into several fac-
tions that are grouped around different leaderships. Since the military 
coup brought off by General Ayub Khan in 1958, when political parties 
were banned, the initials of the original Muslim League have been used by 
a variety of political groups, generally right wing, and on many occasions 
backed by the Armed Forces. After it was founded in 1993, the PML-N has 
governed three times, at present with an overall majority.

The Pakistan People’s Party is a left-wing party, social democrat and affi-
liated to the Socialist International. Since it was established in the 1960s 
it has been in power on five occasions. The Bhutto family has always led 
the party. It won the elections in 2008 and now, after the victory of Nawaz 
Sharif’s League, it has become the main Opposition Party far from the 
Governing Party.

The parties in Pakistan cover the entire political spectrum, from the left, 
centre and right, to the religious parties that are in favour of implantation 
of Sharia Law. The political offer is very broad and in the 2013 Elections 
what took place would be regarded as normal in some parts of the world: 
there was a change in the parliamentary majority. A left-wing party in 
government was replaced by a right-wing opposition party, i.e. the roles 
were changed. The percentage of participation was 11 points higher than 
in the previous elections and exceeded 55% throughout the country. The 
percentage of voters increased in all the provinces and territories, al-
though in the zones most affected by violence the figure failed to reach 
50% of those on the electoral roll.

The most recent elections were won by Nawaz Sharif, whose party the 
PML-N obtained an overall majority. On 5th June he was elected Prime 
Minister by the National Assembly with 244 votes out of a total of 342. 
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That is to say, over 70% of the members of parliament supported the new 
Prime Minister. Therefore, the new Government is politically strong and 
this is good news for a country that needs to make major changes in the 
face of great difficulties.

Furthermore, Nawaz Sharif is no novice as a leader and also without go-
vernment experience. He has already occupied the post of Prime Minister 
on two occasions. This is also good news because for a scenario where 
instability is a predominant feature, inexperience is an added risk factor, 
although some might think that new leaders are exactly what the country 
needs. Imrah Khan is undoubtedly one such leader. In 2012, the Global 
Post stated that Khan was one of the nine most influential leaders and the 
Asia Society also selected him in 2012 as Man of the Year in Asia3.

Imrah Khan’s party, Pakistan Tehreek e Insaf (PTI), received the second 
highest number of votes, more than seven and a half million, even though 
it obtained less representatives than the PPP. Khan’s discourse may be 
very invigorating, and it appeals particularly to the young thanks to the 
spirit of renewal with which it is tinged, but the expectations that his pro-
posals could arouse without tangible results would soon lead to frustra-
tion. Khan directly singles out political corruption as the system’s biggest 
sin and portrays himself as a new man who has arrived on the scene from 
outside the traditional political class and states that there are no strings 
attached to his decision-making. His party was established in 1996 and 
as yet has never had governing tasks either at a national or regional level, 
but after his recent victory in the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the 
former North-West Province, the PTI will begin to take decisions from a 
position of power.

The PTI is a Muslim party that feels proud of the values of Islam but is 
not a religious party. Its aim is to construct a social and democratic State 
in Pakistan with the rule of law. It is a sort of Pakistani Islamic culture 
version of a social Christian party led by a charismatic leader who is pre-
pared to get on with Jamaat-e Islami (JI) and other parties of religious 
orientation without renouncing democratic principles. Furthermore, 
Imrah Khan is the major new feature of the political scenario in Pakistan 
and the success of his party will depend on the capacity of movement of 
its leaders in the chaotic networks of interests that abound in the country.

The Pakistan People’s Party is the second political force where parlia-
mentary seats are concerned, but came third to the PTI in number of vo-
tes. The party of Asif Ali Zardari suffered a major electoral setback losing 
half the percentage of votes received in 2008. A relative loss of popula-

3 Sources: http://www.globalpost.com/dispatch/news/politics/world-leaders/121213/ 
top-9-world-leaders-2012 and http://tribune.com.pk/story/498934/asia-society-poll-imran- 
khan-asias-person-of-the-year.
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rity after five years of government plus the problems of corruption have 
sent the PPP back into the opposition losing control over the Assembly, 
holding on to just over 30 representatives out of 342. Nevertheless, the 
PPP still governs in the Province of Sindh, the traditional stronghold of 
the Bhutto family, whose capital Karachi is the most populated city in the 
country, as well as being its financial and commercial centre, in spite of 
the constant violence between different ethnic and religious groups, not 
to mention local organised crime.

The only religious parties with certain political influence are Jamiat e Ule-
ma Islam (JUI) with 3% of the votes and Jamaat e Islami (JI) with just over 
2%. Most of the support for these two parties comes from the Province of 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Both the JUI and the JI are long-established par-
ties, being founded before the independence of Pakistan.

In the 2002 elections, the coalition Muttahida Majlis e Amal (MMA), which 
includes both groups, managed to win 52 seats in the National Assembly, 
were able to form a government in the Province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
and a coalition government with the PML-Q in the Province of Baluchis-
tan. Since that high point, their parliamentary influence has waned con-
siderably, amongst other reasons, because of the confrontation between 
the JUI and the JI that brought an end to the coalition.

On a regional level, each of the three main parties will govern in one of the 
four Provinces. The PLM-N swept the board in the Province of Punjab and 
won 75% of the seats. The PPP will rule in Sindh with an overall majority 
and in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa it is Khan’s PTI that will govern, although it 
will need the support of the JI. In Baluchistan, the last Province in dispute, 
it is the Pakistan Pakhtunkhawa Milli Awami Party that will govern as it 
received the most votes; it will form a coalition with the nationalists of 
the National Party (NP) and with the PLM-N. The regional government in 
Baluchistan will have a very difficult task given that the coalition forces 
are at loggerheads, on the one hand, the nationalists and, on the other, the 
Pashtuns, who want the secession of the land where the Pashtuns are in 
the majority and, finally, the party that is governing in Islamabad. These 
are three tendencies that are difficult to reconcile in power.

Army situation after the 2013 elections

On 29th November 2013, the Army was appointed a new Comman-
der-in-Chief. General Kayani, who had been Director of the all-powerful 
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), President of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and, 
in two mandates, Army Chief, was replaced by General Raheel Sharif, This 
replacement was not associated with the change in government brou-
ght about by the comfortable majority that Nawaz Sharif’s Muslim league 
won in the May Elections, it took place merely because the maximum of 
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three years in command that he was entitled to had elapsed. General Ka-
yani was always a great defender of reaching agreements with the Tali-
ban groups to calm down the tribal areas.

The new Army Commander-in-Chief not only came from a family with 
a military tradition but also a family of military heroes. His brother and 
his uncle died fighting against India and received military decorations of 
the highest order. He reached his post by leapfrogging two more senior 
generals, which was initially interpreted as a victory of civil power over 
military power and a correct decision by the Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif. 
The latest events to have taken place in Pakistan cast aspersions on that 
initial judgement.

Over the last year the Army has gained popularity. According to the data 
from a survey published by Pew Research Centre, 87% of the population 
think that the Armed Forces play a positive role in the country, which is a 
rise of 8% with respect to 2013, whereas the Prime Minister’s popularity 
is stagnating.

The current Army Chief used to be an Inspector General of Instruction and 
Assessment. His influence in the change in direction of Pakistan’s mili-
tary doctrine has been considerable, and the media in and out the country 
and have taken note of this movement4.

General Raheel Sharif has been one of the instigators of this change of 
perspective in the military defence of his country by encouraging a dis-
placement in the centre of gravity of the force. Some of the new mili-
tary commanders consider that the military strategy and doctrine have 
to adapt to a new situation in which the main threat to Pakistan will not 
be conventional but irregular. This fresh approach would involve focusing 
greater attention and resources on counterinsurgency operations against 
the radical militants regardless of whether or not they are Taliban. The 
change commenced with modifications to the instruction and training 
programmes when Raheel Sharif was responsible for these matters. If 
this perspective were to prevail, this would necessarily involve a redeplo-
yment of forces with units being moved from the East to the West of the 
country. Such a movement would clearly be an indicator of the extent of 
the change.

General Raheel Sharif has implemented a redefinition of priorities where 
military threats are concerned, convincing many of his officers that the 
insurgent groups to the West, especially Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) 
or its future successor are a much more serious and urgent threat to Pa-
kistan than the threat of India to the East. From a strategic viewpoint this 
change is definitely positive, but it brings with it he serious political risk 
of identifying the military enemies of Pakistan as being internal not ex-

4 Sources: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-25122054.
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ternal. This appreciation has limited political room for manoeuvre in the 
negotiations that the Government has initiated with the Taliban groups. In 
fact, it has had a lot to do with the abandoning of the pacification policy 
that was supported by both the President and the previous Army Chief. 
Whatever the case may be, the successes in the operational field have 
been resounding. The TTP, hitherto the most dangerous Taliban group in 
the country, has been defeated by an intelligent counterinsurgency cam-
paign and its future as an organisation is uncertain.

The likely dissolution of the TTP has not been fruit of political negotia-
tion but probably the result of the armed US drones directly hitting their 
targets, the constant removal of the leaders of this terrorist organisation 
and the pressure exerted on the field by the Pakistan Army. The civil-mi-
litary relationship in Pakistan would appear to be a tug-of-war of coope-
ration where not all the players are going to win.

Current situation of the conflict

The political crisis in summer 2014

The political crisis in September 2014 in Pakistan once again revealed 
the particular structure of power in the country. Civil-military relations 
are still controversial, as are the relations between the Government and 
the judges. Without a doubt, the Armed Forces are the best organised 
institution in the country and, although it may sound provocative to say 
so, possibly the best qualified to give objective expression to the national 
will in times of crisis.

In Pakistan, civil and military bureaucracy is still better trained than po-
litical bureaucracy. In political parties, it is the «old-boy network» that 
invariably takes precedence over merit. Some such parties are merely 
platforms for clans, families, groups sharing the same vested interests 
or simply charismatic leaders who have achieved power and are hanging 
on to it. Both the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and the Pakistan Muslim 
League (PML), traditionally the two major forces, have a long history that 
reflects their limitations when it comes to taking on their role, either as 
the governing party or as the main opposition party. The PPP is a dynastic 
party that has invariably been led by the Bhutto family, and the Muslim 
League is split into many factions around different leaders. To a certain 
extent, the family or the leader is the party.

When serious political crises arise, and they occur in many places, the 
judges, the military and the state administration itself have strong incen-
tives to occupy the consequent governmental and legislative vacuum. On 
1st September 2014 the press informed that the Prime Minister summo-
ned the Army Chief to inform him that he was not prepared to resign in 
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spite of the protests made by the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf party (PTI), led 
by the charismatic former cricket player Imran Khan, and the Pakistan 
People´s Party (PAT), led by the erudite Tahir-ul-Qadri. The reason for the 
protests lodged by these parties concerned alleged electoral fraud in May 
2013, when Nawaz Sharif obtained his overwhelming ballot box victory.

As a consequence of the meeting between the Prime Minister and the 
Army Chief of Staff, some television channels broadcast the news that 
General Raheel Sharif had asked the Prime Minister to resign or at least 
temporarily leave his post. The following day, the Divisional General 
Asim Saleen Bajwa, Director of the Inter Services Public Relations (ISPR) 
and official spokesman for the Armed Forces, had to state that this was 
not true, denying that there was any information to back up such false 
rumours5.

The day before that meeting, the Pakistan Armed Forces Public Relations 
Office (ISPR) referred to the statements made at the Conference of Corps 
Commanders, chaired by the Army Chief of Staff, General Raheel Sharif, 
held at the Rawalpindi General Headquarters6. The Army Generals issued 
a very clear message, indicating that the State comes before political par-
ty disputes and that they will always defend it should it be in danger.

The Armed Forces, via the ISPR, had asked the Government and the par-
ties that supported the street protests to solve the problem peacefully, 
warning, which is a way of questioning the precedence of civil power, that 
the Armed Forces were committed to playing their role guaranteeing the 
security of the State. The communiqué from the Corps Commanders let 
it be understood that not only that the street violence was a consequen-
ce of the Pakistani political parties’ inability to settle their debates in an 
orderly way, but also that they were not going to allow things to carry on 
unchecked.

The protests went on throughout October. Much to many people’s surpri-
se, the Army did not intervene and depose the Prime Minister. However, 
this crisis has yet again made it clear that the Armed Forces are prepared 
to carry on overseeing the civil power. Furthermore, nearly everybody 
there accepts, with varying degrees of willingness, this meta-political 
function of the Armed Forces. The potential mediating role of the Gene-
rals could serve as a stabilising factor in a country where, as in many 
others, the official election results are never a deciding factor in terms of 
legitimacy, because of the suspicions that the process itself arouses and 
in view of the fact that political corruption then proceeds to dissipate any 
vestiges of dignity that might remain while exercising power. In fact, the 

5 Source: http://tribune.com.pk/story/756459/pm-nawaz-meets-coas-raheel-sharif/.
6 Source: http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2014-09-01/news/53441649 
_1_serious-concern-political-crisis-imran-khan.
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alleged electoral fraud organised by Nawaz Sharif’s Muslim League is 
what caused the disturbances last summer in Pakistan.

The summer crisis firmly established both Imran Khan and Tahir-ul-Qadri 
as emerging leaders, who from outside the system threatened the country’s 
predominant parties. Their ability to move the masses is unquestionable des-
pite the fact of having been on the political sidelines until now. Both receive 
and channel the discontent of many Pakistanis who are fed up with the usual 
practices of those who hold power. The proposals of these two are new and 
in some way amount to a reconsideration of the basis for drawing up the tra-
ditional political strategies in Pakistan, in both its international and domestic 
relations. The clear appeal of these new leaders, their innovative speeches, 
their constant denouncement of corrupt practices and their decision to make 
a different approach to the problem of political violence sank in sufficiently to 
mobilise thousands of Pakistanis to participate in two converging and coordi-
nated marches on Islamabad in the summer of 2014.

Imran Khan is the most outstanding cricket player Pakistan has ever 
known. He was the captain of the national team for several years, and in 
1992 he led Pakistan to win the World Cricket Cup. He is regarded as one 
of the best players in the history of this sport. The ICC Cricket Hall of Fame 
has recognised his legendary status where this sport is concerned. He is 
famous not only as a sportsman but also as being successful with wo-
men. He studied at Oxford University and is a well-known philanthropist. 
He founded his party, the PTI, when he was 44.

Khan is definitely a candidate with an explosive media profile, to the ex-
tent that even the powerful Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), the Bhutto fa-
mily’s party, noticed him before the May 2013 Elections. It would seem 
that the PPP endeavoured to negotiate an agreement with Khan to stop 
Sharif, which even included discussing whether he might be Prime Minis-
ter7. It is unlikely that this was the first time that Khan had received such 
a tempting offer. Some people also say that even Pervez Musharraf offe-
red him this important post. Few politicians, especially in Pakistan, would 
have been able to resist such a temptation. Regardless of whether these 
offers were more or less consistent, the truth is that they are talked about 
and there are circles that consider them plausible, which positions Khan 
as a man of reference and a potential candidate for the post.

Tahir-ul-Qadri is also a philanthropist but his profile is very different. A 
scholar of Islam, known as Shaykh-al-Islam, i.e. Sheik of Islam, a title that 
recognises him as being an erudite in the eyes of Muslims. He is a lawyer 
who can speak English, Urdu, Persian, Punjabi and Arabic and lived in 
Canada for seven years. His proposals appear to be new and could be 
major integrating forces. His commitment in the fight against Jihadist te-

7 HODGE, Amanda. «Poll deal could make Imran Khan PM». The Australian, 18thApril 2013.
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rrorism, his respect for religious minorities, his interest in guaranteeing 
individual rights and, at the same time, his strong Muslim identity and his 
faith in Islam, all equip him with a political profile with a future for coun-
tries with a Muslim majority.

The Musharraf question

One of the matters that Nawaz Sharif still has to deal with is the future 
destination of General Musharraf, who is currently under house arrest 
for serious accusations associated with his possible negligence in the 
assassination of Benazir Bhutto, the disappearance of a nationalist poli-
tical leader in Baluchistan and declaring the State of Emergency in 2007. 
Musharraf, who had been living abroad for four years, founded during his 
voluntary exile, the APML, All Pakistan Muslim League, but the serious 
charges that he was accused of meant that he could not stand at the elec-
tions. The APML only obtained one seat in the National Assembly. The 
decision that the Prime Minister eventually takes over this question will 
not be easy. It must not be forgotten that Musharraf deposed Sharif with 
a coup d’état, and it is likely that this decision will affect the relations the 
Government has with the Armed Forces and the Supreme Court.

This matter has been at a standstill since Musharraf was arrested, before 
the May 2013 Elections. It is clear that the situation has been stagnating 
for too long and it would appear that Sharif’s Government is reluctant to 
go ahead with its original intention to deal with the case in its first year 
of office. The current situation shows that the Government has lost the 
initiative and puts across a certain sense of regret at having opened up a 
conflict with the Armed Forces over the Musharraf question.

It would be difficult to imagine that a former Army Chief of Staff could be 
tried, judged and condemned to death for treason in a country like Pakis-
tan without the Armed Forces intervening. It seems that they have alre-
ady done it. In an interview with the British newspaper «The Guardian» 
on 13th February 2015, General Pervez Musharraf stated that his legal 
problems would soon be solved and thanked the Army for its genuine 
support in helping him to overcome his penal situation8.

The end of pacification

During the election campaign, the current Prime Minister announced his 
intention to reach agreements with certain Taliban groups to facilitate 

8 General Musharraf says in the interview «I’m very proud of my institution. Whatever 
they are doing to help me, to protect the honor and dignity of their ex-chief, I’m proud of 
that». They are so clear that they can resolve any doubts about the Armed Forces’ ability 
to influence, even in a government with strong support from parliament.
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the end to violence. At that time, he was probably merely reflecting the 
opinion of important and influential groups that were accustomed to ma-
nipulate power in the country by applying their usual tactics, techniques 
and procedures. Under no circumstances did it sound outrageous to pro-
pose agreements with certain radical groups, amongst other reasons, 
because many had been sponsored under the pretext of national security, 
and in the future it could be useful to carry on with the same game. Ac-
cepting that this was not the Prime Minister’s viewpoint, the political hit 
of pacification through negotiation was sufficiently appealing to at least 
accept the risk of giving it a go. Anyway, the worst times of violence were 
now over.

In August 2008, the Army had cleaned up the tribal area of Bajaur, the 
smallest of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA); in the Swat 
Valley, in the spring of 2009, had routed the radical militias that controlled 
the zone and had made notable advances in November in South Waziris-
tan. Apart from these successes, the leaders of Tehrik-e-Taliban (TTP), 
the main Taliban group in Pakistan, Baitullah Mehsud in 2009 and his 
successor Hakimullah Mehsud in 2013, had all died as a result of attacks 
from United States Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs). The weakness of 
the TTP and its internal tensions were well known. Maulana Fazlullah, the 
new head of the TTP terrorist group, came from the Swat Valley and was 
regarded as an outsider by those loyal to the Mehsud family. Particularly 
sharp were the differences between the various families grouped under 
the initials TTP in North Waziristan, where the Mehsud family came from. 
Another factor in the equation that favoured negotiation was the with-
drawal of most of the US Forces from Afghanistan.

In September 2013, the military and civil leaders reached an agreement, 
at the All Parties Conference9, with a view to launching peace talks with 
the TTP, considering this option to be the best strategy for putting an end 
to a decade of violence. The Prime Minister opened the conference (APC) 
opting for a national consensus on the major national challenges among 
all political parties, terrorism undoubtedly being one of the challenges. 
Party discrepancies and personal interests were put to one side, and a 
general agreement that opted for negotiation was signed.

The President of the PTI, Imran Khan, advised the Government that once 
dialogue had commenced all military operations and attacks against the 
Taliban groups should cease. Imran Khan was convinced that negotiation 
was incompatible with pressure being exerted by the Armed Forces over 
the zones occupied by the militias. His opinion in this respect was not 
founded on a more or less pragmatic guess regarding the advisability of 
certain bargaining mechanisms based exclusively on political dialogue. 

9 Source: http://www.thenews.com.pk/Todays-News-2-201085-Text-of-the-APC-re-
solution.
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His opinion was based on ideological convictions. Khan’s position does 
not have as much to do with the way of negotiating but with the prior 
political positioning of each one of the parties taking part in the dialogue. 
On repeated occasions Khan had stated that this war was not our war and 
that the Armed Forces ought to put an end to their military operations10. 
The United States attacks on Pakistani territory were and still are a major 
political mobilisation factor in the country as a whole, but especially in 
the FATA and in the Province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the PTI being pre-
pared to carry on using this in its favour as an emerging party.

The death of the PTT’s leader Hakimullah Mehsud on 1st November 2013, 
just a few weeks after talks began between the Government and the te-
rrorist groups, as a consequence of a United States attack with drones, 
was interpreted by the sectors most committed to pacification as a body 
blow to the negotiations. Some analysts have even reached the conclu-
sion that by eliminating Hakimullah Mehsud, and thus fragmenting the 
TTP, negotiations were not possible, under the conviction that negotiating 
with a strong and cohesive terrorist group is easier than doing so with 
one that is in crisis. This assessment has a lot to do with the need to find 
closure for the matter as soon as possible, the willingness to pay a high 
price for suspending violence and the temptation to make political capital 
out of an agreement.

Despite the stagnation in the negotiations, in December 2013 the Gover-
nment drew up a National Security Policy that was still based upon dia-
logue as a fundamental course of action in the face of political violence. 
Nevertheless, in spite of Imran Khan’s warnings, the peace talks went 
ahead under military pressure. In December 2013 in North Waziristan, 
several counterterrorist operations were launched by the Army. The at-
tacks by the Pakistani Air Force carried on in February and surprisingly 
the TTP announced a ceasefire in March 2014 that it did not adhere to. On 
4th in Islamabad, a terrorist attack in a Court killed 11 people11. In spite 
of everything, the peace conversations continued throughout the month.

On 15th June 2014, the Armed Forces put Operation Zarb-e-Azb into prac-
tice. This was an offensive in North Waziristan that amounted to a com-
plete change in direction where the fight against terrorism strategy was 
concerned. The Armed Forces took the initiative despite the criticism le-
velled from sceptical sectors that were still in favour of negotiations and 
mistrusted military actions. The Pakistani Armed Forces magazine «Hilal» 
estimates that this operation has cleansed 90% of the tribal agency in Nor-
th Waziristan and caused more than 1,200 deaths among the insurgents.

10 «We made a big mistake by sending troops to the tribal areas. We must abandon 
this war and convince our people that this is not our war». Source: http://www.thenews.
com.pk/Todays-News-13-25325-All-parties-agree-on-talks-with-Taliban.
11 Source: http://www.dawn.com/news/1090737.
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Craig Caffrey, Senior Analyst for South Asia at IHS Jane´s states that this 
operation has dismantled the TTP’s logistics infrastructure and seriously 
damaged its movement capacity both within the FATA Tribal Areas and 
beyond them, forcing many of its activists to flee to Afghanistan. Further-
more, the good work of the Intelligence services has managed to bring 
about conflict between the different groups under the TTP denomination. 
In September 2014, the Taliban militants in Punjab announced that they 
would concentrate their efforts on targets in Afghanistan and that in the 
future they would not be attacking the Pakistani Armed Forces and Secu-
rity Forces. This statement led to a considerable decrease in the amount 
of risk posed to the main cities in the country Lahore, Islamabad, Rawal-
pindi and Faisalabad. However, a threat is still posed in Karachi because 
the TTP networks are still active in the Sindh Province.

The reaction of the terrorist group to Operation Zarb-e-Azb was to launch 
a series of attacks against military installations. On Pakistan´s Indepen-
dence Day in Quetta, capital of Baluchistan, the Air Force base was attac-
ked by terrorists and on the day of the Armed Forces in Karachi, a Navy 
arsenal suffered the same fate. The failure of these actions as a conse-
quence of the security response of the base and the arsenal´s security 
caused the terrorists to seek easier targets, such as the one perpetrated 
on 2nd November in the city of Wagah, on the Indian border, where 60 peo-
ple died, or the even more brutal attack on 16th December in Peshawar 
against a public military school, where 132 children and 10 adults died.

From 2002 until the present time more than 60,000 Pakistanis have died 
as a consequence of terrorist actions. Although it is a country that is used 
to violent political activities, the attack on 16th December shocked the 
whole country. Many Pakistanis who had for a long time thought that the 
war against Taliban terrorists had nothing to do with them changed their 
way of thinking after the horror caused by the massacre in Peshawar. 
The Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, setting aside all previous assumptions, 
stated that «with their blood, our children have drawn a line between us 
and the terrorist».

In its January 2015 issue, «Hilal», the monthly magazine of the Pakistani 
Army, which is published in Urdu and English, devoted most of its con-
tents to the terrible terrorist attack in December. The magazine’s editorial 
reminded readers that the Army Chief of Staff, General Raheel Sharif, had 
stressed on several occasions before the outrage, that it was a moment 
when national unity was necessary to keep up the fight against terrorism 
until the enemy was finally defeated, pointing out that the attack against 
the public military school in Peshawar would be crucial when it came to 
defining how society viewed terrorism. The editor firmly concluded that 
the State and society could not possibly yield in this war, and that victory 
was the only option.
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Later on in the same issue of «Hilal», the journalist Amir Zia12 openly 
stated in an article entitled «2015 Confronting the Challenges» that 
the country is at war and the choice is whether one is with Pakistan or 
on the side of the terrorists, pointing out that there is no room for am-
biguity and confusion. The article firmly attacks those who still justify 
terrorist actions, whether they are political forces or religious sectors. 
As if this was not enough, the author goes still further and directly 
asks the Government to move in the right direction and not to waste 
any more time in trying to participate in useless peace conversations 
with terrorist criminals, which only serve to enable them to reorgani-
se and rearm.

Immediately Ghazi Salahuddin13 in an article entitled «Times that try 
men´s souls» pointed out that the Peshawar massacre has the poten-
tial force to bring about a catharsis, one which will trigger a change 
in direction where Pakistan’s national security is concerned. The au-
thor indicates that 16th December 2014 is a date that must light up 
a dramatic turning point in events in the history of the nation, one 
which breaks the disconnection between the people and the country’s 
leaders, considering that the terrorist attack was an attack against 
Pakistan’s very existence.

On this occasion nobody has any doubt, everyone has clearly identi-
fied the enemy. As from the attack on 16th December there could not 
be good terrorists and bad terrorists in Pakistan anymore. Therefore, 
the civil and military institutions must work together in harmony. «An 
obvious inference is that military action is no substitute for political 
process»14.

We are of the opinion that a military magazine is not the right place for co-
lumnists, even if they are civilians, to tell a government what to do. In this 
case the Government is clearly being required not only to commit itself 
to the war against terrorism but also to prepare a political discourse that 
is able to ideologically defeat the radical groups, while at the same time 
implementing the social and economic reforms that will make it possible 
to reduce radical groups’ sphere of influence. The question of public co-
rruption and the frustration it generates is also dealt with, accusing the 
elected leaders of not having sufficiently grasped the importance of this 
matter since the return to democracy in 2008. It even accuses the «politi-
cal caste» of weakening the State by defending its own interests as elite, 

12 Amir Zia is one of the most notable journalists in Pakistan, who is currently Senior 
Executive Vice President and Editor at the news agency Bol News, the most important 
one in the country.
13 Ghazi Salahuddin is a well-known intellectual and regular collaborator with the 
written and digital press.
14 SALAHUDDIN, Ghazi. «Times that try men´s souls», Hillal, The Pakistan Armed 
Forces Magazine, January 2015.
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while showing no concern for the citizens’ actual problems. The critical 
tone of some paragraphs is really provocative15.

The accusations are of course levelled against the waterline of democra-
tic legitimacy, not only in practice but also at their origins, not only of the 
PPP governments but also those of the PML-N. The pacification strategy 
had by then come to an end, and this was confirmed on 23rd December 
with the signing of the Plan de Action Against Terrorism with the general 
backing of the political groups in Parliament and Pakistani society.

The role of the external actors

The cushion of interests

The National Intelligence Council, the body that supports the Director of 
National Intelligence as being ultimately responsible for the US Intelli-
gence Community, in its definition of the long-term trends and scenarios, 
indicates in its report «Global Trends 2030»16 that economic growth, an 
increase in food prices, a lack of drinking water, insufficient energy and 
shortcomings affecting its distribution are the major challenges the must 
be addressed by Pakistan, a country with a very young population that 
cannot find sufficient opportunities and which could become radicalised 
attracted by Islamist groups. The report on trends highlights the impor-
tance that the attitudes of the neighbours in the region have on the deve-
lopment of the domestic processes of the countries in the area, indicating 
that the deeds and gestures of neighbouring countries can increase ins-
tability and military expenditure. That is why the US Intelligence analysts 
consider it crucial for trade relations to increase between India and Pa-
kistan, so that a) a cushion of interests will be created that is conducive 
to constructive relations between the two countries and b) a climate of 
exchange is established that will enhance the economic development of 
both.

At present, the value of trading transactions between the two coun-
tries is approaching 3,000 million dollars per year, but the potential 
growth calculated by the Indian Association of Chambers of Com-
merce and Industry suggests that this could be increased to 6,000 

15 «The dysfunctional democratic order has proved too slow and unable even to meet 
its constitutional obligations such as ensuring distribution of power to the grassroots by 
holding the local bodies´elections or even the national census, the last one took place 
in 1998. The tussle over electoral reforms and even the delayed appointment of the 
Chief Election Commissioner show the inability of civilian stakeholders in setting in an 
efficient and transparent manner». Zia Amir, «2015 Confronting the Challenges», Hilla. 
The Pakistan Armed Forces´ Magazine, January 2015.
16 Source: http://es.scribd.com/doc/115962650/Global-Trends-2030-Alternative-Worlds.



361

The repositioning of Pakistan, a change from the...

million in 2014, and the reports used by the Pakistan parliament are 
even more optimistic, mentioning a figure of 10,000 million. The steps 
that have been taken so far are optimistic. In 2012,Pakistangranted 
the status of Most Favoured Nation (MFN) to the goods coming from 
India. India had already granted this status to Pakistan. In that same 
year, the two countries announced the signing of customs coopera-
tion agreements, mutual recognition of commercial standards and 
claims. The impact of these agreements has been considerable, lea-
ding to a 66% increase in exports from Pakistan to India in 2012 
and a 16% increase from India to Pakistan17. Sharif has promised 
to carry on favouring commercial exchange and opening up to India 
during the election campaign. Yet these positive expectations could 
be jeopardised by the mistrust that still persists on both sides of the 
frontier. A change in direction where relations with India is concer-
ned has become a top priority.

Although for some the major threat is something so prosaic as the 
continued power cuts. In Pakistan the demand for electricity consump-
tion is 30% greater than its generation capacity, there being a daily 
deficit of around 5 750 MW. Power cuts lasting 20 hours per day are 
frequent and in the large cities it is normal to have at least 10 hours 
without electricity and in the rural areas this lack of supply rises to 22 
hours. The effects of these blackouts are estimated to cause a loss of 
between 3 and 4% of the Gross Domestic Product, and these enforced 
stoppages can affect 50% of the country’s industrial capacity. The big-
gest problem facing most Pakistanis is overcoming the daily ordeal of 
living with long periods of power cuts, political or security questions 
being largely irrelevant for them when compared to the urgency of 
such day-to-day matters18. The current Prime Minister’s promise to 
put an end to this «dark» situation greatly contributed to his election 
victory. It is not easy to sustain a democracy without an electricity 
supply and the consolidation or failure of the wave of democratic pro-
gress also depends on these types of factors.

China’s determination to rapidly open up the China-Pakistan Economic 
Corridor (CPEC) is good news. As part of the ambitious Chinese plans to 
enhance connections between the countries of Asia, in 2014 the Chinese 
Government agreed to invest 45,600 million dollars until 2020 to connect 
the strategic port of Gwadar, in the Province of Baluchistan, with Kashgar 
in the Chinese Province of Xinjiang, to the west of the country, where most 
of the population are Uyghur Muslims and where radical terrorist groups 
have appeared.

17 Source:http://csis.org/files/publication/130327_WadhwaniChair_IssuePerspec-
tive_IndiaPakistanTrade.
18 Source: http://latitude.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/06/29/when-the-lights-go-out-in- 
pakistan/.
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This will be the biggest ever Chinese investment abroad and it is planned 
that the CPEC will be operational in three years. It is difficult to calcula-
te the strategic dividends for Iran, Pakistan and China, but the Chinese 
Government believes that the profits will be sufficiently high to warrant 
an investment five times greater than the Ministry of Development of 
Spain´s investment budget in 2014 (9,857 million dollars).

The ambitious infrastructure development plan will provide China with 
a link to the entrance of the Persian Gulf via the port of Gwadar. To 
achieve this, a new oil pipeline, a gas pipeline and a motorway will be 
constructed. China’s direct access to Iran’s oil and gas via Pakistan will 
bring about a regional and global geopolitical change. China would no 
longer have to transport petroleum through the Indian Ocean and the 
Strait of Malacca, but to collect it directly at the outlet of the Strait of 
Hormuz, thereby evading any potential United States or Indian blocka-
de. The plan would also greatly reduce the length of the maritime routes 
currently in use to provide itself with gas and oil supplies. Furthermore, 
the CPEC would encourage close and cooperative relations between the 
two countries, in the long term, thus strengthening Pakistan’s position 
when compared to India.

Iran, the third country to benefit from this new route, would be able to 
place its oil and gas directly on the Chinese market, would guarantee 
China’s support in keeping the Hormuz Strait open, in spite of the United 
States interest in closing it, would diversify its portfolio of clients and 
this would also enable Iran to count on having a privileged relationship 
with the second world power. The advantages for Iran would be asso-
ciated not only with its economy and security, but also with its strate-
gic position, given that it would be encompassed by China’s security 
umbrella.

Lifting the economic sanctions imposed on Iran will have a positive 
effect on economic relations between Pakistan and this country. In Sum-
mer2015, reconsideration was given to the suitability of reactivating the 
gas pipeline Project between Iran and Pakistan that was set in motion in 
2010. The 900 km of the Iranian part of the gas pipeline are 75% comple-
ted, but in Pakistan the financing has not been sufficient to keep up the 
same construction rate. Completion of these works would make it possi-
ble to connect Iran’s gas deposits with China via a gas pipeline running 
through the CPEC.

China has included as part of the cooperation agreement to open the 
CPEC, an investment offer worth 15,000 million dollars in electricity pro-
duction projects in Pakistan. These major investments would enable to 
cope with the serious problem of its electricity output and, in the medium 
term, rectify a serious everyday problem facing the country’s population 
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and the economy, especially industry. It is estimated that the electricity 
production capacity could be doubled19.

It is a vital project for Pakistan and its benefits are expected to be felt as 
from 2017. An investment of 1,600 million dollars is planned for 2015. 
Yet the CPEC has caused a domestic conflict in Pakistan. Provincial go-
vernments are in disagreement over the layout for the planned infras-
tructures20. The Provinces of Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa are 
both against the project submitted by the Central Government, because 
it is considered to favour Punjab to the detriment of their own interests. 
The PML-N Government argues that what matters is to make the most of 
the existing infrastructures to speed up the complete development of the 
Project, believing that any alternatives would delay the opening of the Co-
rridor by at least four years. This approach seriously harms the poorest 
Provinces in Pakistan, which are precisely the ones that are protesting 
about the layout. Whatever the case may be, some Pakistanis are under 
the impression that the project will be the great monument of the century.

However, with China now highly motivated where stabilising Pakistan is 
concerned, in view of the huge investment that it is going to make in the 
country, it remains to be seen what domestic threats to security are still 
in the pipeline. The change in the epicentre of security in Pakistan that 
took place in 2014, by focusing the attention on internal insurgent and 
terrorist groups instead of being obsessed with India, could also be asso-
ciated with the changes that this major Project could bring about.

In the first 10 days of September 2015, President Nawaz Sharif held two 
meetings with the Army Chief of Staff, Raheel Sharif, to discuss the ac-
tions to be necessarily taken to guarantee the security of the CPEC. The 
Army Chief of Staff informed the President that a special security division 
had started to work on protecting the works, ensuring him that the Army 
is prepared to pay whatever price might be necessary to guarantee the 
security of the Project21.

A new direction in the cooperation?

A weak governance, a lack of educational programmes that are conducive 
to social mobility and equality of opportunities, an absence of agricultural 
reform that allows for a better distribution of land ownership, the inability 
to sustain an electricity production and distribution system that guaran-

19 Source: http://thediplomat.com/2015/08/the-china-pakistan-economic-corridor- 
gets-even-more-ambitious/.
20 Source: http://tribune.com.pk/story/937045/china-pakistan-economic-corridor- 
issue-of-western-eastern-routes-raised-again/.
21 Source: http://www.newindianexpress.com/world/Nawaz-Sharif-Army-Chief-Dis-
cuss-Security-for-China-Pakistan-Economic-Corridor/2015/09/04/article3010528.ece.
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tees supply, at least to the cities and industry, the fact that the political 
parties are dynastic in nature, widespread corruption and political vio-
lence, all serve to make Pakistan a contemporary victim of globalisation. 
The negative aspects of global Jihadism have affected Pakistan, which 
has gone from being considered one of the most moderate Muslim States 
to being accused of sheltering the epicentre of terrorism, on finding itself 
involved in the violent implosion of the dysfunctional ideas of the radical 
Islamism with which its Armed Forces and its Intelligence service have 
collaborated for decades.

The reaction caused by these recent painful experiences, the clear with-
drawal of the democratising impulse owing to the failure of the attempts 
to impose it, the economic and ethical crisis with their consequent re-
actions could end up by crystallising into this part of the world drifting 
apart from the West. However, in the light of the recent responses from 
the European Union and the United States, the changes may by sustained 
in the long term, at least that is what those supporting the new strategic 
directions in relations with Pakistan believe, and these orientations are 
essential if the country is to slowly rise up with the democratising tide.

In June 2012, Catherine Ashton, High Representative of the Union for Fo-
reign Affairs and Security, visited Islamabad for an interview with the Pri-
me Minister Gilani and to initiate a strategic dialogue that would make it 
possible to give approval to a redirection in current relations. The Union 
is obviously interested in consolidating democracy in Pakistan not only 
for the stability of the country but also for the security of the region. That 
is why the new EU strategy is focused on strengthening the democratic 
institutions, sending its aid selectively. Trade and development aid only 
provide limited support for the development of democracy, but consistent 
political commitment from the EU and technical support aimed at stren-
gthening the institutions could be the most effective way of providing 
long-term support for the development of a democratic political culture 
in Pakistan. This would require changing the EU’s current position, which 
so far has given assistance revolving around humanitarian aid and deve-
lopment, for a more political approach with a longer time horizon.

In the United States, Congress passed the Enhanced Partnership with 
Pakistan Act in 2010, which authorises an annual expenditure from 
2010-2014, of 1,500 million dollars in non-military aid to Pakistan. This 
Act marks the most important change in US foreign aid to Pakistan so 
far and amounts to a major reorganisation in priorities where the rela-
tions between the two countries are concerned, along similar lines to 
the fresh attitude taken by the EU. The changes introduced by this Act 
are the result of a new United States strategy, which is applied also in 
other parts of the world and consists of leading from home, granting 
its Allies much more room for manoeuvre in tactical and operational 
questions. Hard power is indifferent to the subjectivity of one’s oppo-
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nent, whereas soft power tries to act upon the opponent’s conscience 
and feelings, in order to coax him into collaboration. Soft power does 
not confront resistance, it incorporates it into the relationship between 
the two parties, thus it allows, within certain limits, for a certain range 
of options. In view of this new approach, the elections are much more 
important than before because they are not merely a game where what 
matters is the process, now, the results are also important, which under 
the new perspective are not always the desired ones, and the democra-
tic foundation whereby a particular party came to power can even be 
questioned.

Commitment from abroad to the slow evolution of democracy is an 
element that enhances the efforts that are made from within to con-
solidate the changes in the midst of the everyday problems, which in 
this case are just as important. On some occasions it may be true that 
an election campaign and what comes after are just extravagant pa-
raphernalia, but it would be a mistake and a sin to think that this will 
always be the case.

Conclusions and prospects

There have been many changes in Pakistan since 16th December. A signi-
ficant one is the decision taken by Imran Khan to put an end to the autumn 
protests. The leader of the PTI stated that the seriousness of the moment 
required a responsible policy of unity. He was not the only one who de-
cided to close ranks when faced with this challenge, which enabled the 
political leaders as a whole to give their approval to the Plan of Action 
Against Terrorism on 23rd December 2014.

The National Plan of Action contains twenty points and entails primary 
changes, the most important being:

1. A 6-year moratorium is repealed preventing the application of the 
death penalty as punishment for acts of terrorism. In the first three 
months of 2015, 24 terrorists were hanged. Amnesty International 
has protested against the measure and has pointed out that more 
than 8,000 detainees are on the waiting list to enter death row. This 
measure will be backed up by special Courts that will be establi-
shed to try those suspected of terrorism, enabling the trials to take 
place quickly. Therefore, in the next two years several thousand 
terrorists will be condemned to death.

2. An agreement is reached to prevent militant groups from opera-
ting in the country, which means an end to the ambiguous situation 
in the past; including such groups taking action against India.

3. Action will be taken against speeches and accounts that justify 
terrorism, the communication networks used by terrorist groups 
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will be dismantled, a ban will be imposed on the glorification of te-
rrorist and terrorist organisations in print or electronic media (In-
ternet) and the way the religious seminaries (madrassas) operate 
will be regulated and controlled. In the Province of Punjab alone, 
the police have around 1,000 madrassas registered, financed with 
funds from abroad.

4. Action will be taken against those who finance terrorism.
5. The defunct groups will not be allowed to operate under any other 

name.
6. A special counter-terrorism force will be established and deployed.
7. Reforms will be made in the Tribal Areas (FATA) and action will 

be taken immediately to ensure that Afghan refugees in these te-
rritories return to Afghanistan. Enforced repatriation of Afghans 
started at the beginning of January 2015.

The Plan shows not only the political commitment of the parties but 
also the will of the nation to put an end to the serious threat of terro-
rism and insurgency. The result is a change in strategy to stabilise 
the country, abandoning the pacification policy to promote direct ac-
tion against all armed groups, regardless of a justification or specific 
interest at any given time. If anyone had been able to accuse the Pa-
kistani Administration of harbouring or collaborating with any kind 
of terrorist or insurgent group in the past, they could no longer do so. 
Pakistan has, in its own interest and conviction, ceased to consider 
sponsoring terrorist groups as yet another mechanism in its defence 
strategy.

The change could be extremely important. An opportunity has arisen to 
improve Pakistan’s relations with Afghanistan and India. Furthermore, 
the effects are very favourable in Central Asia and in the Chinese Pro-
vince of Xijiang, where there are also terrorist trouble spots that may be 
associated with extremist groups that until now acted, not always with 
difficulty, on Pakistani soil.

What is more, the reasons for the security efforts on the Western fron-
tier and in Punjab are strengthened by the need to make the announced 
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) a success. The economic, so-
cial and strategic change involved in this project is in itself important 
and sound enough to justify that the change in direction from pacifica-
tion to direct action against terrorists and criminals is long lasting. If 
the dividends from the CPEC start to arrive significantly as from 2017 
as has been announced, Pakistan could find itself in a position to take a 
decisive step towards peace. The rate at which China invests in Pakis-
tan will be a way of measuring not only the security levels but also the 
extent to which a new stability scenario is consolidated for the country 
and the region.
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Geopolitical indicators

Surface Area (km2) 769.095

GDP (2014) Billion dollars 882,36 purchasing power parity

GDP Structure / Active Popu-
lation (2014)

Agriculture 25%

Industry 21%

Services 53%

GDP per capita (2014) $ 4,700

GDP growth rate (2014) 4.1%

Tasa de desempleo (2014) 6.8%

Trade relations (2013) billions
(Exports):

US 12.9%, China 11%, UAE 9.2%, Afgha-
nistan 8%, UK 4.3%, Germany 4.2% (2013)

Trade relations (2013) billions (Imports): China 22.5%, Saudi Arabia 11.9%, UAE 
11.7%, Kuwait 6.1%, India 4.6% (2013)

Population (2015) 199,085,847 

Living in urban areas (2015) 38.8%

Age Structure (2015)

0-14 33%

15-64 62%

Over 65 4%

Population growth rate (2015) 1.46%

Ethnic groups
Punjabi 44.68%, Pashtun (Pathan) 15.42%, 
Sindhi 14.1%, Sariaki 8.38%, Muhajirs 
7.57%, Balochi 3.57%, other 6.28%

Religions
Muslim (official) 96.4% (Sunni 85-90%, 
Shia 10-15%), other (includes Christian 
and Hindu) 3.6% (2010 est.)

Population literacy rate 54.9%

Population below poverty threshold 
(2011) 12.4%

Refugees 2.9 million (1.9 million registered, 1 mi-
llion undocumented ) (Afghanistan) (2013)

Internally displaced 758,000 (primarily in (FATA) and Khy-
ber-Pakhtunkhwa Province 2013)

GINI Index 30.6

Military Expenditure: % of GDP (2013) 3.5%

Basic data. Source: CIA World Factbook.
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Chronology of the conflict

CHAPTER X The repositioning of Pakistan, the change in strategy from pacification to 
direct action.

DATE EVENTS

1947 On 14th August Pakistan gained its independence from the United Kingdom.

1956 Approval given to the country’s First Constitution.

1958 Coup d’état by General Ayub Khan.

1962 Approval given to the Second Constitution.

1965 War against India.

1968 General Yahya Khan seizes power.

1971 Independence of Bangladesh.

1972 Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto replaces military government.

1973 Approval given to theThird Constitution.

1977 Coup d’état by General Zia ul-Haq.

1988 General Zia dies.

1990 Nawaz Sharif wins the elections.

1993 Nawaz Sharif is removed from office as Prime Minister.

1996 Bhutto is removed from office as Prime Minister.

Sharif wins the elections again.

1998 India and Pakistan conduct nuclear tests.

1999 Coup d’état by General Pervez Musharraf.

Undeclared war with India over the Kargil incidents.

2000 Sharif is exiled.

2001

Musharraf becomes a loyal ally to the USA after 11thSeptember.

Musharraf declared himself President replacing Muhammmad Kafir Tarar.

Musharraf wins the referendum that will keep him in power.

2007 Benazir Bhutto is assassinated.

2008 Elections are held and won by the Pakistan People’s Party.

2009 Zardari is appointed President.

2010 Sheikh Said Al- Masri, number three in Al Qaeda, eliminated.

2011 Death of Osama Bin Laden.

2012 The Supreme Court removes Prime Minister Gilani from Office.

2013

May, Elections won by Nawaz Sharif.

September, All Parties Conference, start of peace talks with the Taliban.

November, Army´s Chief of Staff, General Kayani, is removed from his post.

2013
November, Appointment of General Raheel Sharif as Army´s Chief of Staff.

November. Death of the PTT leader Hakimullah Mehsud.

2014

June, The Armed Forces set in motion Operation Zarb-e-Azb.

August, Serious protests by the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf Party (PTI), and 
the Pakistan People’s Party (PAT).

December, Terrorist attack in Peshawar against a public military academy 
in which 132 children and 10 adults die.

December, Approval given to the Plan of Action Against Terrorism.
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Territorial structure of Pakistan

Pakistanis structured into four provinces, two territories and two zones 
forming part of Kashmir administrated by the country’s government:
•	 Provinces:

1. Baluchistan.
2. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (formerly North-West Frontier province).
3. Punjab.
4. Sindh.

•	 Territories:
1. Islamabad.
2. Federally Administrated Tribal Areas (FATA).

•	 Zones in Kashmir administrated by Pakistan:
1. Azad Kashmir.
2. Gilgit-Baltistan (formerly Northern Areas of Pakistan).

Figure 1. Pakistan, Territorial Structure.
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Chapter 
eleven

China-India-Nepal-Bhutan-Tibet: the difficult 
balance between cooperation and confrontation in 

the Himalayas
Mª. José Izquierdo Alberca

Abstract

The heterogeneous Himalayan region has traditionally been an area of 
border conflicts due tithe convergence of high weight political entities. 
Its geopolitical condition gives this region the value of intersection for va-
rious social and religious groups. In addition, its consideration as a sour-
ce of natural resources for the two Asian giants, China and India, should 
be added, as well as being and habitat for the small states located in this 
space: Nepal and Bhutan.

In the coming years, if a policy of regional cooperation is not developed 
and demographic trends are not reversed, the impact of climate change 
on the sources that feed some of the largest rivers in the world can trans-
form the region into an area of social tension.

Key Words

Himalaya, geohydrics, climate change impact, India, China, Bhutan, Nepal, 
Tibetan Autonomous Region.
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Introduction

The Himalayas Region is an extraordinary meeting point for a wide varie-
ty of climatic, linguistic, religious, political and social groups. Its geopo-
litical status grants it the value of a natural barrier, a source of natural 
resources for the two Asian giants, China and India, and a habitat for the 
small States that lie within its space: Nepal and Bhutan. The permeable 
and diffuse boundaries between the Himalayan States are still a cause 
for seemingly everlasting controversies and conflicts between China, In-
dia and Pakistan.

Traditionally regarded as a very inaccessible territory, high weight poli-
tical entities converge there that profitably exploit the natural resources, 
yet this has also given rise to disputes. It is also a geopolitically explosive 
zone inhabited by more than 140 million people, whose glaciers supply 
some of the biggest rivers in the world such as the Ganges (Ganga), Indus 
and Brahmaputra, which provide over 20% of the world’s fresh water for 
human consumption.

It is also a region of many religions (Buddhism, Hinduism, Islamism) and 
ethnic groups, as well as great demographic differences where the ma-
jor emerging nations, China and India, converge with small States with 
power structures that are still primitive, like Bhutan and Nepal.

This mountain range lies in one of the regions that has experienced most 
political tension since midway through the 20th Century, where territorial 
and frontier conflicts, currently dormant, are a legacy from the days of 
British colonialism and the subsequent creation of the State of Pakistan. 
The conflicts between China and India led these powers to two armed 
conflicts in the 1960s, which turned the frontier between them into an 
extensive militarised zone. At the present time however the relations be-
tween Delhi and Beijing Governments have improved and the countries 
appear to have shelved their border disputes and entered a phase of re-
gional collaboration and economic cooperation. The need to share their 
natural resources and especially their river basins have made it advi-
sable for the two States to compromise and develop formulas that are 
conducive to economic development in the region. The ongoing tension 
between India and Pakistan in Jammu and Kashmir is of a different na-
ture and this has now become a low-intensity conflict zone, in spite of 
the Indian Prime Minister’s rapprochement policy towards his Pakistani 
counterpart.

At the present time, South Asian geopolitical interest seems to lie in the 
maritime zones, yet the Himalayan region is still extremely vulnerable. 
However, it is the dispute over the management of the natural resources, 
rather than the poorly-defined frontiers, what is likely to be the cause of 
conflicts in the near future.
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So far, conflicts over access to water have been of little consequence, the 
problem revolving almost exclusively around the partitioning of the sub-
continent and the respective divisions of the Rivers Indus and Ganges, in 
which India, Pakistan and Bangladesh are all involved.

As a result of the Tibet conflict1, it became apparent that China was inte-
rested in keeping control over the Tibetan Plateau as a way of guarantee-
ing access to its natural resources. Apart from its copper, iron and zinc 
deposits, Tibet is one of the largest fresh-water reservoir in the world, 
third only to the two Poles.

The sources of the ten main river systems in Asia are all in the Tibetan 
mountains. That is to say, guaranteeing control over 50% of the world’s 
population.

By contrast, a steady population increase in India and its dependence on 
hydroelectric power from Bhutan, pose serious risks to food security and 
the economic development of the country.

Coinciding with the considerations made by the World Economic Forum2, 
the crisis in accessing drinking water could lead to a major risk in the 
next ten years. From that particular perspective, this chapter contains 
those elements that it is believed will increase that risk, such as the de-
mographic explosion, the impact of climate change and economic depen-
dence on the river systems for the countries in the region.

Background to the conflict

Geography of the region: transboundary rivers and mountains

The Himalayan mountain system3 is the highest geographical barrier 
in the world. It forms a mountainous arc that divides Asia and runs for 
almost 3,000 km from Pakistan as far as the Indo-Burmese mountains. 
This immense mountain range constitutes a formidable but not herme-
tic frontier, which separates the Tibetan and Chinese plateaus from India 
and the monsoon countries and that, throughout its extension, contains 
eight countries: Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Pakistan, China, India, Nepal, 
Bhutan and Myanmar.

1 ALBERTO NOTARIO, Carolina. La cuestión del Tibet: un asunto de difícil solución (The 
Tibet Question: a matter difficult to solve), IEEE, June 2015. Available at http://www.
ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_opinion/2015/DIEEEO63-2015_Tibet_CarolinaAlberto.
pdf
2 World Bank, Global Risk 2015.Available at http://reports.weforum.org/
global-risks-2015/.
3 Known as Hindu Kush Himalaya (HKH).
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The following subsystems can be made out in its 594,400 km² surface 
area: the Himalayas themselves; the Karakoram mountain range; Hindu 
Kush and other smaller ranges. Compared to its length, its width from 
north to south is relatively small, given that a mere 150 km separate the 
easternmost part of Tibet from the Indian State of Arunachal Pradesh and 
at the most, it is 500 km wide only in the westernmost part, between the 
Indian State of Kashmir and the Autonomous Region of Uyghur of Xinjiang.

As its etymology indicates, Himalaya comes from the sanskrit word me-
aning «place of snow», and the 100 highest peaks on the planet are to 
be found in this cordillera [range], 15 of which reach altitudes of at least 
8,000 m. Nepal contains 5 of these and the frontier between Tibet and 
Nepal has a further 3; another one lies on the frontier between Sikkim 
and Nepal; one is in Kashmir and 4 are located in Karakoram.

In the strictest sense, the Himalayan mountain range is the one that runs 
for 2,000 km in China, Nepal, Bhutan and India, including the highest peak 
in the world, Mount Everest, 8,848 metres high.

Image 1. Course of the River Ganges.
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The Karakoram range lies within three countries and constitutes a na-
tural boundary between the Pakistani Region of Gilgit Baltistan, the In-
dian State of Jammu and Kashmir and the autonomous Chinese Region 
of Xinjiang. It also has peaks with altitudes of more than 8,000 metres, 
including K2 (Godwin-Austen), the second highest mountain in the world, 
only 237 m less than Everest.

The Hindu Kush range lies between Afghanistan and the north-west of 
Pakistan. It runs for approximately 1,000 km, the altitudes of its peaks 
exceed 5,000 metres and it slopes constitute most of the catchment area 
for the River Kabul.

The Himalaya system, together with the Tibet Plateau are the dischar-
ge zones for some of the world’s main river basins, namely the Indus, 
the Ganges-Brahmaputra, the Mekong and the Yangtze and Yellow River, 
which supply water to almost one thousand million people who live in 
these basins in China, India, Nepal and Bangladesh.

Image 2. Course of the River Indus.

In spite of their proximity to the tropics, the melt waters of the glaciers and 
permanent snow caps in the highest zones of the Hindu Kush-Himalaya 
range flow into two major river systems: one to the west, which discharges 
into the Indus Valley, and the rivers that flow into the Ganges and Brahma-
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putra Vallies to the east. A third major complex comprises the so-called 
peri-Himalayan river basins (Salween, Mekong, Yangtze and Huang He (Ye-
llow River)), all of which have their sources on the Tibetan plateau and are 
not regarded as Himalayan rivers in the true sense of the term.

The Indus is the longest river in the western system and the major river 
in Pakistan: 3,180 km. Its upper reaches are in Tibet, in the Kailash Range, 
and it crosses China, India and Pakistan before flowing into the Gulf of 
Oman. Its main tributaries are the Jhelum, Chenab, Ravi, Beas and Sutlej4. 
It drains a large basin covering more than 1,165,000 km² and its average 
flow rate is 6,700 m3/s until it reaches the Gulf of Oman where it forms an 
extensive and fertile delta with a total surface area of 7,770 km².

The source of the Ganges, considered for a long time to be the sacred 
river of the Hindus, is the Himalayan glacier Gangotri. It runs southeast 
for 2,510 km from China crossing the plains of northern India, as far as its 
confluence with the Brahmaputra, before reaching the sea in Bangladesh, 
where it flows into the Bay of Bengal. Its main tributaries are the Alak-
nanda and Yamuna. The Ganges Basin has a surface area of 907,000 km² 
with an average discharge of 14,270 m³/s. Its demographic concentration 
dates back a long way, given that many of the ancient provincial or impe-
rial capitals such as Pataliputra, Kannauj, Kara, Allahabad, Murshidabad 
and Calcutta were built and grew on its banks.

The source of the Brahmaputra, the other major river draining the Hi-
malayan system to the east, is in the west of Tibet, where it is called the 
Tsangpo. It crosses Tibet from west to east, before flowing through the 
northeast of India and eventually joining the Ganges and the Meghna to 
form the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna Basin5 and discharging its wa-
ters in the Bay of Bengal in Bangladesh: the largest delta in the world.

The Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna Basin (GBM) is a transboundary river 
basin covering a total surface area of just over 1.7 million km², of which 
64% lies in India, 18% in China, 9% in Nepal, 7 % in Bangladesh and 3% in 
Bhutan. It is the third largest river system in the world where the dischar-
ge of fresh water into world´s oceans is concerned, exceeded only by the 
River Amazon and the Congo6.

The transboundary nature of the resources provided by the shared geogra-
phy is of paramount importance for the economy and security of the zone. 
Nepal lies entirely in the Ganges Basin and the same applies to Bhutan with 

4 FAO, Irrigation in Southern and Eastern Asia,2011, available at http://www.zarago-
za.es/contenidos/medioambiente/onu//newsletter12/897_eng.pdf. Consultation date 
25.07.2015.
5 GBM, are its initials.
6 World Bank, India and the National Ganga River Basin Project, March 2015.Available at 
http://www.bancomundial.org/es/news/feature/2015/03/23/india-the-national-gan-
ga-river-basin-project.Consultation date 19.05.2015.
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respect to the Brahmaputra Basin. This river, which runs through the uns-
table States of North-East India also crosses China where it is called Yalung 
Zangbo before flowing into Bangladesh as the River Jamuna.

A complicated future will be played out in this natural scenario where climate 
change, demography and ethnic and religious tensions could turn the region 
into a politically and socially unstable zone. If current trends continue, an 
increase in conflicts over natural resource management cannot be ruled out, 
and this could well ignite latent tensions of a territorial and ethnic kind.

Demography and water

According to United Nations reports, the world population will grow from 
the current 7.2 billion to approximately 9.6 billion by 2050 and it will 
be Africa and Asia –the least developed continents –which will be most 
affected by this rise.

At present, 54% of the 82 million people who are added to the world po-
pulation every year live in Asia and 33% in Africa. In demographic terms, 
two-thirds of the world’s population lives in Asia, given that China and India 
together account for one third of humanity. Nevertheless, and although the 
predictions for 2050 estimate that over 80% of the world population in-
crease will take place in Africa, and only 12 % in Asia, most of them will be 
concentrated in nine countries that account for more than half the expected 
world population increase, and these include India and Pakistan.

By 2050, India will have overtaken China (1,348 million inhabitants) as the 
most populated country in the world, with a population of 1,705 million, in 
view of the reduction in the latter’s fertility rate7.

The working-age population in China has already reached its maximum 
and, with birth rates well below the replacement level, China will, like 
Europe and Japan, go on to become one of the ageing societies. Quite the 
opposite is happening in India, where the population available for work 
will carry on growing until 2050, in such a way that an effort will have to 
be made to provide enough jobs and reduce the poverty levels8.

The imbalance between rural and urban areas also yields singular data: 
in Asia, 47% of the population lives in urban zones, which means that 
over half the inhabitants live in rural areas. In spite of this, an increase 
in urban population is expected between 2014 and 2050 not only in Ban-
gladesh but also in China, India and Pakistan, with the consequent rise 
in social tension in view of the worsening of the urban-rural disparities.

7 United Nations, 2015 Revision of World Population Prospects. Available at http://esa.
un.org/unpd/wpp/. Consultation date 05.07.2015.
8 Institute for Security Studies, A changing global environment, nº. 133, December 
2014, available at http://www.iss.europa.eu. Consultation date 25.08.2015.
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These two vectors: demographic explosion and urbanisation, will add 
pressure on natural resources and the environment, putting to the test 
the Governments’ ability to provide access to quality services and to gua-
rantee internal security9.

In India, Bhutan, Nepal and Bangladesh, the major urban centres, with the 
highest demographical concentration, lie in the large river basins, in such 
a way that the countries living off their waters have high population levels. 
It is estimated that no less than 300 million people live in the Indus Ba-
sin, which has a population density of 160 inhabitants per km²; this river’s 
discharge is supplied by monsoon rains and glacial melt waters that have 
already undergone significant variations where rainfall is concerned10.

The GBM Basin, into which 3,000 million litres of wastewater flow every 
day, provides very poor quality water owing to the contamination and im-
properly treated waste. Its average density is above 375 inhabitants per 
km2 (plus those living in the Brahmaputra Valley) in view of the fact that it 
crosses many of India’s biggest cities11.

The World Bank is backing the Delhi Government in its efforts to recover 
the river through the National Ganga (Ganges) River Basin Project12, with 
investment in wastewater treatment infrastructures, control the indus-
trial pollution and manage the solid waste.

The three smallest countries in this region depend, almost exclusively on 
the resources they extract from the basin of these rivers: Bhutan lies enti-
rely within the Brahmaputra Basin and although it is the most sparcely po-
pulated State in South-East Asia, 66% of its inhabitants live off agriculture.

Nepal, in the Ganges Basin, has 28.8 million inhabitants, of whom nearly 
83% live in rural environments and depend on agriculture and water for 
their subsistence.

A rural population is also predominant in the two giant States in the re-
gion: in India, 71% of its 1.23 million inhabitants dwell in rural zones, 
more than 476 million of whom live in the GBM River Basin, according to 
data issued by the World Bank in 2010.

9 United Nations, World Population Prospects 2015, page 4.
10 FAO, Irrigation in Southern and Eastern Asia in figures, FAO water reports, Aquastat 
survey, nº. 37, 2011. Available at http://www.zaragoza.es/contenidos/medioambiente/
onu//newsletter12/897_eng.pdf. Consulted 22.08.2015.
11 International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD), Impact of cli-
mate change on the hydrological regime of the Indus, Ganges and Brahmaputra river ba-
sins, April, 2015. Available at http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07900627.
2015.1030494. Consultation date 14.06.2015.
12 NGRBA in English. World Bank, National Ganga River Basin Authority Project, 
23.03.2015. Available at http://www.bancomundial.org/es/news/feature/2015/03/23/
india-the-national-ganga-river-basin-project.
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In the specific case of China, what stands out is the unequal distribution 
of its population: 57% live in rural zones, while approximately 60% of Chi-
na’s inhabitants live in the eight most densely populated provinces. The-
se provinces covering only 20% of Chinese territory are rich in farmland 
and highly industrialised, their inhabitants making use of hydrological 
resources and living in large urban settlements13.

Another important aspect of water security is associated with the need to 
enable the entire population to access this resource and the social impact 
of denying people this right.

In Asia and the Pacific, there are more than 1.7 million people who do 
not have access to improved sanitation and 780 million persons who still 
defecate in the open air14.

The effects of a lack of access to sanitation are particularly harsh for 
women and children. About 4% of all maternal deaths are linked to a lack 
of hygiene and sanitation conditions, and women who live in homes with 
deficient sanitation are over three times as likely to die than those who 
live in more hygienic households. In India, it is unfortunately often the 
case that poor women and girls living in rural zones run the risk of being 
raped when seeking isolated places to defecate.

In the second half of the 20th Century, shared river basins were twice as 
likely to be run by cooperation agreements than by those of competition, 
there being no cases of violent conflicts over water between States. Ne-
vertheless, the GBM Basin is also the area inhabited by the largest num-
ber of poor people in the world and if growing demand and shortage oc-
cur at the same time, transboundary river basins will become trouble 
spots involving one or more countries15.

Current situation of the conflict

The impact of climate change

The consequences of the impact of climate change on the natural envi-
ronment and, thus on human systems are now generally accepted by the 
scientific community16.

13 El Orden Mundial en el siglo XXI, China: demografía and grupos étnicos. Available 
at http://www.elordenmundial.com/regiones/asia-pacifico/china-demografia-y-gru-
pos-etnicos/a. Consultation date 06.08.2015.
14 Asian Development Bank, Building Modern Toilets for All in India http://www.adb.
org/features/building-modern-toilets-all-india.
15 Chaillot Paper, page 27.
16 GARCIA, I., 5th IPCC Report.Certainty of Inheritance, Global Warming, Instituto Español 
de Estudios Estratégicos, 2013.Available at http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_
analisis/2013/DIEEEA51-2013_CertezaCalentamientoGlobal_IJGS.pdf.
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All the time, Asia is being subjected to increasing pressure on its natural 
resources and especially its aquifers17, caused by industrialisation, eco-
nomic development, rapid urban development and the predictable rise in 
its population.

According to the reports issued by the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC)18, in the next few years this region will face major 
challenges that will directly affect the quality of life of its inhabitants. The 
results of the reports from 200719 and 201420 on the impact of climate 
change in countries like Bhutan or Nepal yield enlightening data about 
the effects of melting glaciers, the reduction of river basins and the ne-
gative effects in countries like Bhutan or Nepal that are very dependent 
on natural resources.

The fourth report issued by the IPPC in 200721 mentioned the vulnerability 
of Asia and the foreseeable risks, especially with respect to the impact on 
agriculture, access to water and human security22.

Some of the most important aspects and ones that have a more direct 
effect on the social and economic systems are:

•	 The constant rise in the surface temperature of the air, which leads 
to a reduction in the mantles of snow, bringing about a decrease 
in the water discharges reaching the Indus and Ganges, which are 
supplied by the snow caps of the Himalayas. The repercussions 
would affect access to water, food supply for millions of people 
and would also limit the ability to generate hydroelectric power23, 
which constitutes the basis of Bhutan’s economy and a touchstone 
in the country’s relations with India.

17 Del Valle, op. cit.
18 IPCC, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, is an international organisation 
established in 1988 by two United Nations Organisations, the World Meteorological 
Organization(WMO) and the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP). Available at 
http://www.ipcc.ch/home_languages_main_spanish.sHtml.
19 IPCC Fourth Assessment Report: Climate Change 2007.Available at http://www.ipcc.
ch/home_languages_main_spanish.shtml#tabs-3.
20 IPCC Fifth Assessment Report: Climate Change. Available at. http://www.ipcc.ch/
home_languages_main_spanish.shtml#tabs-3.
21 An excellent summary and analysis can be seen in SANTOS, J.L., The impact of Cli-
mate Change on the Asia-Pacific Region: Challenges and Opportunities. Available at http://
www.ceap.espol.edu.ec/publications/santos_08.09_reporte1_piceap.pdf.
22 Between 1970 and 2004, 106 observations were recorded of significant changes 
in the physical system (snow and/orice cover, hydrology, and coastal processes) and 8 
observations of changes affecting the biological systems (land, marine and fresh water) 
that can be directly attributed to global warming in SANTOS, op. cit.
23 VALLE, J. Climate Change: reflections after the Warsaw Summit, Instituto Español de 
Estudios Estratégicos, 2014. Available athttp://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_
opinion/2014/DIEEEO072014_CambioClimatico_JavierdelValle.pdf.



382

Mª. José Izquierdo Alberca

•	 The more frequent occurrence and intensity of extreme meteoro-
logical events: heat waves, droughts, very heavy rainfall, serious 
flooding, landslides, plus fewer days with rainfall and an overall 
reduction of annual precipitation.

•	 The risk of flooding and flash floods would expose to risk sett-
lements on flood plains close to some rivers, as is the case with 
towns and villages in the Ganges Delta in Bangladesh. In the Indian 
State of Bihar24, for example, it is a fact that during the monsoon 
season, the River Kosi, which flows down the Himalayan hills in 
Nepal with great force and is known as the «the affliction of Bihar», 
leaves its usual bed and changes course. This has been recorded 
on more than 15 occasions, with serious consequences for the po-
pulation. When it burst its banks in 2008, over one million people 
were affected25.

•	 Severe and prolonged droughts can cause entire harvests to be lost 
or make crops more susceptible to plant disease and plagues. The 
consequent famine or en masse migratory movements could even-
tually turn into a cause for conflict between the States in North-East 
India, which suffer from insurgency and armed activity from local 
groups that are against the arrival of refugees from Bangladesh26.

•	 The confirmed annual sea-level rise of between 1 and 3 mm in the 
coastal zones of Asia. In the specific case of the Indian subconti-
nent and its coastline, this risk is considered to be extreme becau-
se the number of inhabitants that might be affected could reach 
1 million people by 205027. Another problem is the solemnisation 
of the land, which could affect the fertile agricultural plains in the 
river deltas, increasing the already waning harvest yields. The Rice 
Research Institute has pointed out that there will be a 10% reduc-
tion in yield for every temperature rise of 1°C, and it is expected 
that by 2050 this will be a 30% decrease.

Technical analyses have already recorded a world reduction affecting river 
basins. About one third of the largest aquifers on the planet are rapidly run-
ning out of water resources because of human consumption. Two new stu-
dies conducted by the University of California, Irvine (UCI), using data from 
the GRACE climate satellites belonging to NASA, warn of the exhaustion of 
the land aquifers28, to the extent that the total volume of groundwater is 
much less than the rudimentary estimates made decades ago.

24 Aquastat 2011, Irrigation in Southern and Eastern Asia in figures.
25 http://www.unicef.org/spanish/infobycountry/india_45371.html.
26 IZQUIERDO, M. J. «The embers from the split of the Indian Subcontinent: Assam, 
Manipur and Nagaland» in Geopolitical Panorama of Conflicts 2014, Madrid, Ministerio 
de Defensa, 2014.
27 SANTOS, op. cit.
28 FAO, op.cit.
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The role of external actors29

In 1988 United Nations, The World Meteorological Organization and the 
United Nations Environment Programme set up the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change(IPCC) and made it responsible for preparing 
reports and making proposals concerning climate change caused by hu-
mans, the impact on the social and human environment and the options 
for adaptation and mitigation.

The IPCC’s main activity is to publish special reports on matters concer-
ning the implementation of the United Nations Framework Convention on 

29 With a view to adhering to the chapter structure of this publication, this subchapter 
is retained even though the contents are focused on including the perception that the 
two major emerging powers have on commitment where climate change is concerned.

Image 3. Political map of the region.
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Climate Change (UNFCCC)4, an international treaty that recognises the 
possibility of harmful climate change. The implementation of the UNFCCC 
led to the approval of the Kyoto Protocol.

As an accepted world authority, its reports receive the agreement of all 
the scientists who devote their time to climate study and the consensus 
of each one of the participating governments. It has satisfactorily provi-
ded authorised advice on suitable policies, with far-reaching consequen-
ces on the economy and life styles.

The International Energy Agency recently presented in Bonn, a special re-
port entitled «Redrawing the Energy-Climate Map»30 in which it stressed 
that less importance was being attached to climate in political agendas, 
in spite of the build-up of scientific evidence that supported more decisi-
ve action. With the future meeting in Paris in 2015 firmly in mind (which 
will come into force in 2020) it contained as basic messages, the need to 
act urgently in a preventive capacity to check the increase in emissions 
without jeopardising economic growth.

The major challenge facing Asian countries is to make the most of the 
opportunities for designing comprehensive responses without compro-
mising their economic development. That is why in spite of the convincing 
and forceful reports, many of them are still unwilling to accept certain 
common targets with respect to the reduction of greenhouse gases. This 
became clear during the Warsaw Summit in 2013, at which countries 
like India or China expressed their reluctance to accept agreements that 
affect their traditional sources of energy31. In 2014 during the Asia–Paci-
fic Summit held in Beijing, the President of the USA, Barack Obama, and 
the President of China, Xi Jinping, announced a dual commitment. The 
former undertook to reduce US greenhouse effect gases (GEG) by 28% by 
2025. China will cease to increase them five years later, in 2030.

China is not required to restrict its GEG emissions given that it is classi-
fied as an emerging power, so just like other developing countries it is not 
responsible for the accumulated warming. Nevertheless, its contribution 
to climate change has greatly increased over the past two decades. The 
country emitted 2,500 Tm in 1990, yet is now the main emitter, releasing 
no less than 9,900 Tm, according to the latest report issued by the Euro-
pean Union Joint Research Centre32.

30 GARCÍA SÁNCHEZ. Op. cit. http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2013/
DIEEEA51-2013_CertezaCalentamientoGlobal_IJGS.pdf.
31 DEL VALLE MELENDO, Javier. «Climate change: reflections after the Warsaw summit», 
at http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_opinion/2014/DIEEEO07-2014_Cambio-
Climatico_JavierdelValle.pdf.
32 CORDIS, Community Research and Development Information Service, at http://
cordis.europa.eu/news/rcn/30838_es.html.
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The two major Asian giants, China and India, talk a lot but are reluctant to 
sign protocols and to accept joint agreements.

China took very seriously the scientific warnings issued by the IPCC and 
there would appear to be a general consensus about this matter, especia-
lly in view of the fact that the country itself has been suffering the effects 
of an increase in the frequency of extreme climate conditions, prolonged 
droughts and flooding, in recent years33. Nevertheless, for Beijing what 
is particularly worrying is the finite nature of the resources, specifically 
those that provide its population with fresh water. The limited resources 
are distributed unequally and are not available for all the inhabitants.

80% of the water resources lie34 in the Yangtze Delta (South-East China), 
where only 40% of China’s total cultivated land is to be found. By contrast, 
only 12% of the water resources are in North-West China, which contains 
45% of the total cultivated land. In 2009, within the context of the interna-
tional negotiations to combat climate change, China announced its target 
to reduce still further its CO2 emissions per unit of GDP: from 40% to 45% 
by 2020.

Poverty relief in China is still a major socioeconomic challenge, given that 
26.9 million Chinese in the rural zones were still living in poverty in 2010 
(the number rises to 128 million if one uses the poverty threshold recent-
ly introduced of less than 1$ per day) and the effects of climate change 
are beginning to be regarded as real in view of the fact that they are star-
ting to be felt in the Chinese environment, society and economy.

The inhabitants of some regions in China are already feeling the effects 
of the water crisis: it is estimated that at present the number of people 
who lack access to running water ranges from 300 and 500 million, par-
ticularly in the rural zones.

About 700 million people drink polluted water every day, because the Chi-
nese Government has rendered the major rivers on the Tibetan Plateau 
virtually unusable35.

In India, carbon emissions grew by 7.7% in 2012, and those of CO
2
coming 

from coal power plants leapt up by 10.2% that year. The warning signs 
are multiplying and climate changes are already taking their toll, such 
as the gradual disappearance of the largest mangrove in the world, loca-
ted in the Bay of Bengal, the drying up of extensive areas of agricultural 
land in the south, west and north of the country and the difficult situation 

33 Crux of Asia, CHINA, INDIA, AND THE EMERGING GLOBAL ORDER, Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace, 2013, Page 234.
34 Ibidem, Page 237.
35 CHELLANEY, Brahma. The Sino-Indian Water Divide. Project Syndicate, 2009. Avai-
lable at http://www.project-syndicate.org./commentary/the-sino-indian-water-divide.
Consultation date 11.02.2015.
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faced by the inhabitants of the Himalayan State of Uttarakhand, smitten 
by natural disasters36. Another warning sign for India took place in 2013 
in the State of Uttarakhand, when downpours and leakage from glaciers 
caused flooding that washed away thousands of pilgrims and tourists, in 
what scientists referred to as the «Himalayan Tsunami».

There is also an energy challenge: approximately 800 million people in 
India still cook using cow dung and wood stoves.

If measures are not taken urgently, the poor quality of the water and a 
reduction in access to surface and groundwater aquifers, coupled with 
the fact that wastewater is not treated sufficiently, will all serve to cause 
a health crisis37. In India, over 70% of the wastewater in the cities is still 
deficient, and according to estimates made by the Energy and Resources 
Institute in 2010, environmental degradation costs the country around 4% 
of its GDP in morbidity due to polluted air and water and the loss of pro-
ductivity affecting grounds and forests.

In spite of the fact that India’s objective would appear to be focused ex-
clusively on economic growth, increasing importance is being attached 
to challenges regarding environmental quality. However, so far the appli-
cation of decisive measures to tackle environmental concerns has been 
limited. Disturbances caused by water supply and power cuts are taking 
places more frequently all the time and reached new heights during the 
2012 and 2013 heat waves.

By 2030, it is expected that groundwater consumption will approach 
1.5 trillion m3 and will exceed the reserves. The Government will be 
facing a major challenge caused by the water stress affecting its aqui-
fers. In view of this challenge, Delhi’s policy of maintaining State sub-
sidies for electricity, as well as the measures for guaranteeing access 
to electricity and ensuring food security do not help matters, because 
they bring about an increase in water consumption, encourage its ex-
traction and do not contribute to making better use of groundwater 
resources.

In this context, what is needed is the implementation of new technologies 
to manage resources in a better way. Industrial development should con-
tribute to this by enhancing the capacity of robots, applying breakthrou-
ghs in photovoltaic energy and improving energy storage technology, so 
that it is an ally when it comes to finding more solutions in the event of a 
foreseeable crisis that would have serious consequences for agriculture 
and providing food for millions of people.

36 IPS News -Legislators in India awake to Climate Change, Sujoy Dhar. http://www.
ipsnoticias.net/201.4/06/legisladores-de-india-despiertan-ante-el-cambio-climatico/. 
June 2014.
37 Carnegie, op. cit. Page 252.
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Conclusions and prospects

In recent years, great political and strategic importance has been attached to 
Asia and a new era is opening up in relations for the countries that lie in the 
Himalayan zone. Xi Jinping’s new Asian strategy and Narendra Modi’s neigh-
bourhood policy are finally heading towards the establishment of an econo-
mic cooperation model that would benefit the region. Fernando Delage38, in an 
enlightening article, has analysed the priorities that the Chinese Government 
has given to the country’s relations with its neighbours and how a diplomatic 
strategy of economic cooperation, interconnecting infrastructure development 
and a plan for regional collective security has been set in motion. All of this has 
been done specifically reiterating China’s insistence on not giving up its legiti-
mate rights or sacrificing its national sovereignty interests, in clear reference 
to maritime matters, but, of course, including the question of Tibet.

Therefore, financing improvements to cities, highways, railways, oil pi-
pelines, ports, bridges and telecommunication towers has become yet 
another geopolitical instrument. Within this new framework, territorial 
disputes to delimit frontiers have taken a back seat. When China sets up 
its own Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, to rival the Asian Develo-
pment Bank and does not invite India to join forces, it is showing how the 
financing of infrastructures is used regionally against an immediate rival.

The Indian Prime Minister is also involved in intense diplomatic action 
in a similar way. Prime Minister Modi’s first visit after taking possession 
was to the country’s unconditional ally, Bhutan. The second was to Nepal. 
And this is because India and Bhutan have shared more than friendly ties: 
the countries’ economies are closely related in spite of Chinese pressure 
to make inroads into Bhutan through tourism agreements.

India and Bhutan are two interdependent States. India is Bhutan’s biggest 
trading partner (99% of imports and 90% of exports) and Bhutan is a major 
partner because India’s economy is largely based upon the hydroelectric 
power from that country. Bhutan is prepared to be a major energy source 
for India through the construction of three hydroelectric projects with a ca-
pacity of de 1,400 MW and three others with a capacity of 3,000 MW39. That 
hydroelectric power is the top priority for India’s future is demonstrated by 
the fact that the other points that are important for trade and security are 
absent from Modi’s agenda, namely control over the Siliguri Corridor, the 
only point that links North-East India with the rest of the subcontinent; and 
the Chumbi Valley, which links Bhutan, India and the frontier with China.

38 DELAGE, F. «Xi Jinping’s New Asian Strategy», Revista del Instituto Español de Estu-
dios Estratégicos, no.5, June 2015. Pages 4-12. Available at http://revista.ieee.es/index.
php/ieee/article/viewFile/173/278.
39 Modi’s Thimpu Visit: Deepening India-Bhutan, IPCS, June 2014. http://www.ipcs.
org/article/india/modis-thimpu-visit-deepening-india-bhutan-relations-4521.html.
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Modi’s visit to Nepal in August 2014 was the first time in 17 years that 
Kathmandu received an Indian Prime Minister. The relations between the 
two countries had reached a stalemate and were weakened by the Nepal 
Government’s mistrust over the Congress Party’s interference in national 
politics. In spite of this, as a result of the Indo-Nepal Treaty of Peace and 
Friendship signed in 1950, Nepali citizens enjoy similar treatment to In-
dian citizens where trade, transit and movements are concerned, and it is 
estimated that around 6 million Nepalese live and work in India.

Modi announced the construction of roads to improve connectivity be-
tween India and Nepal; a soft credit amounting to 1 billion dollars to im-
prove energy projects and infrastructures and the signing of an agree-
ment to develop hydroelectric projects between the two countries.

Once again, water and energy are the centre of political and economic 
interest, and that is how it should be, given the urgency with which steps 
must be taken to alleviate water stress at the headwaters and the electri-
city deficit that is holding back India’s progress.

If the demographic growth situation continues and efficient measures are 
not taken to check the impacts of man’s actions on climate change, by 
2025 not only China and India will be suffering the consequences of a lack 
of sufficient water, but also their weak neighbours, which will also feel 
the effects of water stress.

The alarming data yielded by scientific studies concerning water shor-
tage make it necessary to consider a serious and complex problem for 
these countries and a major threat to the stability of this region. Difficul-
ty in accessing water have already given rise to serious disturbances in 
some districts of Delhi and the situation could get worse if other latent 
conflicts come to the surface, such as ethnic or religious conflicts of a 
territorial nature in North-East India. Furthermore, all of this could ignite 
the Tibet question, the Tibetan Plateau also being known as «the global 
water tower». Permanent or temporary shortage, dam, construction or 
diversion of watercourses, earlier hostilities, a lack of social participation 
and asymmetry between locations, regions or nations are just some of 
the factors that can give rise to disputes. Many of these elements live on 
in religious and ethnic conflicts in India and China; in the incipient demo-
cracies in Bhutan and Nepal40; in Tibet’s latent nationalistic and cultural 
vindications; in Tibet’s highly vulnerable geological and social situation; 
in the political instability of countries like Myanmar. And all of this is oc-
curring in a scenario led by China and India, driving forces of the region 
and rival for economic and political predominance.

40 The President of Nepal, Ram Baran Yadav, gave his approval to the country’s first 
democratic Constitution on 20thSeptember 2015.
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Geopolítical indicators

GEOPOLITICAL INDICATOR CHART
Bhutan

Surface Area: 38,394 km² 

Frontier extension: 1,136km
China: 477 km
India: 659 km

Land use (data from 2011)
farming: 13.6%
forest: 85.5%
others: 0.9% 

GDP: 2,092 billion dollars (data from 2014)
agriculture: 14.4%
industry: 41.6%
services: 44% 

GDP per capita: 7,600 (2014 )

Growth rate: 6.4% (2014 )

GINI index: 46,8

Population: 741,919 (Data from July 2005, no official updated data)
Population growth rate: 1.11% (data from 2015)

Age structure:

0-14: 26.76%

15-64: 67.45

Over 65: 6.12%

Growth rate of the population: 1.11% (2015)

Population literacy rate: 64.9%

Ethnic groups (data from 2000)
Ngalop or Bhote: 50%
Nepali: 35%
Indigenous groups: 15%

Religions (data from 2015)
Hindus: 79,8%
Lamaistic Buddhism: 75,3 %
Hinduism: 22,1%
Others: 2,6%

Urban development: 36% of the total population (data from 2015)
Urban development rate: 3,69% annual (data from 2010-15)

Labour force and occupation: 345.800 (data from 2013 )
Agricultural workers: 56%
Industrial sector workers: 22%
Service sector workers: 22%

Access to drinking water sources: 100% of the population

Population below the poverty threshold: 12% (2012)

Data: The World FACTBOOK.
Available at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/
ch.html.



390

Mª. José Izquierdo Alberca

GEOPOLITICAL INDICATOR CHART
China

Surface Area: 9,596,960 km² 

Frontier extension: 22,457 km 
Afghanistan: 91 km
Bhutan: 477 km
Myanmar: 2,129 km
India: 2,659 km
Kazakhstan:1,765 km
North Korea:1,352 km
Kirghizstan:1,063 km
Laos:475 km
Mongolia :4,630 km
Nepal:1,389 km
Pakistan:438 km
Russia: 4.179 km
Tajikistan: 477 km
Vietnam: 1,297 km

Land use
Farming: 54.7%
Forest: 22.3%
Others: 23% (Data from 2011)

GDP: 10.38 trillion dollars
GDP structure:
Agriculture:9.2%
Industry: 42.6%
Services: 48.2%

GINI index: 46,9

GDP per capita: 12,900 (2014)

GDP growth rate: 7.4% (2014)

Population:1,367 million (July 2015)

Age structure:

0-14: 17.08%

15-64: 71.78%

Over 65: 11.14%

Population literacy rate: 96.4%

Ethnic groups
Han: 91.6%
Zhuang: 1.3%
Others: Hui, Manchu, Uighur, Miao, Yi, Tujia, Tibetan, Mongol, Dong, Bouyei, Yao, Bai, 
Korean, Hani, Li, Kazakh, Dai:7.1% 

Religions
Buddhists: 18.2%
Christians: 5.1%
Moslems: 1.8%
Hindus: < 1%
Jews: < 1%
Others (including Taoist):0.7%
No religious beliefs: 52,2% 

Urban development: 55.6% of the total population (data from 2015) 
Urban development rate: 3.05% annual (data from 2010-15)
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GEOPOLITICAL INDICATOR CHART
China

Labour force and occupation: total 801.6 million (data from 2012)
Agricultural workers: 33.6% 
Industrial sector workers: 30.3%
Service sector workers: 36.1%

Drinking water sources: 2,840 km³. (2011)

Fuente: The World FACTBOOK.
Available at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/
ch.html.

GEOPOLITICAL INDICATOR CHART
India

Surface Area: 3.287.263km²

Frontier extension: 13,888 km
Bangladesh: 4,142 km
Bhutan: 659 km
China: 2,659 km
Nepal: 1.770 km
Pakistan: 3,190 km
Myanmar: 1,468 km

Land use
Farming: 60.5%
Forest: 23.1%
Others: 16.4% (data from 2011)

GDP: 2.05 trillion dollars (data from 2014)
GDP structure:
Agriculture: 17.9%
Industry: 24,2%
Services: 57.9%

GINI index: 33.4

GDP per capita: 5,900 (2014)

GDP growth rate: 7.2% (2014)

Population: 1.251 million (Data from July 2015)
Population growth rate: 1.22%

Age structure:

0-14: 28.09%

15-64: 65.15%

Over 65: 5.95 %

Population literacy rate: 71.2%

Ethnic groups (data from 2000)
Indo-Aryan: 72%
Dravidians: 25%
Mongoloids and others: 3%
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GEOPOLITICAL INDICATOR CHART
India

Religions  (data from 2011)
Hinduism : 79,8%
Moslems: 4,%
Christians : 2,3%
Sikh: 1.7%
Others: 2%

Urban development: 32,7% of the total population (data from 2015)
Urban development rate: 2,38% annual (data from 2010-15)

Labour force and occupation: (data from 2014)
Agricultural workers: 49%
Industrial sector workers: 20.3%
Service sector workers: 31.1%

Access to drinking water sources: 97,1% of the population

Population below the poverty threshold: 1.22% (2015 est.)

Data: The World FACT BOOK.
Available at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/
ch.html

GEOPOLITICAL INDICATOR CHART
Nepal

Surface Area:147,181 km² 

Frontier extension: 3,159 km
India: 1,770 km
China: 1,389 km

Land use (data from 2011)
Farming: 28.8%
Forest: 25.4%
Others: 45.8% 

GDP: 19.640 billion dollars (data from 2014, before the earthquakes in 2015)
GDP structure:
Agriculture: 30.7%
Industry: 13.6%
Services: 55.5%

GINI index: 43.8

GDP per capita: 2,400 (2014)

GDP growth rate: 5.5% (2014)

Population: 31,551,305  (Data from July 2015)
Population growth rate: 1.79% (2015)

Age structure:

0-14: 30.72%

15-64: 64.68%

Over 65: 4.6%

Population literacy rate: 63,9%
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GEOPOLITICAL INDICATOR CHART
Nepal

Ethnic groups (the 2011 Census contains 25 ethnic groups )
The largest groups are:
Chhetri :16.6%
Brahman-Hill: 12.2%
Magar: 7.1%
Tharu: 6.6%
Tamang: 5.8%
Newar: 5%
Kami :4.8%
Moslems: 44%

Religions  (data from 2011)
Hindus : 81.3%
Buddhists: 9%
Moslems: 4.4%
Kirant:3.1%
Christians : 1.4%
Others: 0.7%

Urban development: 18.6% of the total population (data from 2015)
Urban development index: 3,18% annual (data from 2010-15)

Labour force and occupation: 14.760 million (data from 2010 before the earthquakes in 
2015)
Agricultural workers: 75%
Industrial sector workers: 7%
Service sector workers: 18%

Access to drinking water sources: 91.6% of the population

Population below the poverty threshold: 25.2% (2011)

Data: The World Fact Book. Available at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/
the-world-factbook/geos/ch.html

Chronology of the conflict

CHRONOLOGY OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT POLITICAL EVENTS IN BHUTAN

CHAPTER XI CHINA-INDIA-NEPAL-BHUTAN-TIBET: the difficult balance between 
cooperation and confrontation in the Himalayas.

DATE EVENTS IN BHUTAN

1907 A hereditary monarchy regime is established.

1949 Signing of a Friendship Treaty with India.

1954 King Jigme Dorji Wangchuck establishes the country’s first legislative 
body.

1964 The Army assassinates the Prime Minister Jigme Palden Dorji.

1988 Peace Agreement signed with China.

1971 Bhutan joins the United Nations.

1973 Bhutan joins the group of the Non-Aligned Countries.

1983 Bhutan joins the South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation 
(SAARC).
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CHRONOLOGY OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT POLITICAL EVENTS IN BHUTAN

CHAPTER XI CHINA-INDIA-NEPAL-BHUTAN-TIBET: the difficult balance between 
cooperation and confrontation in the Himalayas.

1996 Indian troops enter Bhutan territory and attack a guerrilla camp used by 
the United Front for the Liberation of Assam (UFLA).

1998 The King formally hands over political power to the Lhengye Zhungtshog 
(Council of Ministers).

2001
A committee is appointed to draw up the Constitution.

Tensions over the difficulties involved in allowing repatriated Bhutanese 
citizens living in Nepal to return to the country.

2003 The Bhutanese Army destroys 30 camps used by insurgent groups 
fighting against India.

2004 Bhutan joins the Gulf of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and 
Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC).

2006

Government declaration of intent to fight corruption.

The South Asian Free Trade Area Agreement (SAFTA) comes into effect 
as a preliminary step towards free trade between members of the 
SAARC.

2007
Modification to and renewal of the friendship treaty with India.

Political parties legalised.

2008
Call for elections to the National Assembly and the National Council.

Coronation of King Jigme Khesar V after his father abdicated. Jigme 
Thinley is appointed Prime Minister.

2011
King Jigme Khesar Namgyal Wangchuck marries Queen Jetsun Pema.

Bhutan is elected to host the SAARC countries summit.

2012 Diplomatic relations with China re-established and actions taken to 
settle border disputes.

2013

King Jigme Khesar Namgyal Wangchuck visits India.

Agreement to speed up the construction of 7 major hydroelectric power 
projects.

The Opposition wins the second elections to the National Assembly. 

Source: Compiled by the author from information issued by IHS Global Limited, 
2015, Jane’s Sentinel Security Assessment - South Asia.

CHRONOLOGY OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT POLITICAL EVENTS IN NEPAL

CHAPTER XI CHINA-INDIA-NEPAL-BHUTAN-TIBET:  the difficult balance between 
cooperation and confrontation in the Himalayas.

DATE EVENTS IN NEPAL

1947 Independence from India and weakening of the British influence in Nepal.

1949 Birth of a unified State.

1950
Peace and Friendship Treaty signed with India 1951.

People’s Revolution that expels the Rana Clan, the absolute rulers for 
nearly 100 years.
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CHRONOLOGY OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT POLITICAL EVENTS IN NEPAL

CHAPTER XI CHINA-INDIA-NEPAL-BHUTAN-TIBET:  the difficult balance between 
cooperation and confrontation in the Himalayas.

1955 Nepal joins the United Nations.

1960

King Mahendra bans political parties and decrees a new Constitution.

Peace and Friendship Treaty signed with China.

Coup d’état by Mahendra: dissolution of Parliament, the ministers are 
imprisoned and the Constitution is suspended.

1985 Nepal joins the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC).

1990

Jana Andolan Party wins the election. 

End of the absolute monarchy.

Constitutional rights restored and political parties permitted.

1991

First multi-party elections.

Victory of the Nepali Congress Party (NC).

Girija Prasad Koirala is elected Prime Minister.

1994
Unified Communist Party of Nepal (UCPN-M) is formed after the unifica-
tion of 2 Communist factions.

The Government of Girija Prasad Koirala falls.

1996 The CPN-M Party begins the Maoist insurgency against the State in the 
western districts.

2001

Crown Prince Dipendra assassinates King Birendra and 8 members of 
the royal family before committing suicide. 

Peace talks break down.

State of emergency declared.

2003 Gyanendra alleges parliamentary incompetence and becomes the new 
Absolute Monarch in Nepal.

2005 King Gyanendra brings off another coup d’état, dissolves Parliament and 
dismisses the Prime Minister.

2006

Peace Agreement signed between the Maoists and the parties with par-
liamentary representation.

End of Maoist insurgency.

King Gyanendra abandons power.

2008
Maoists win the elections to the Constituent Assembly.

Abolition of the monarchy.

2009 Mounting tension between civilians and the military forces the resigna-
tion of the Government headed by Maoists.

2012

Deadline exceeded for completing the New Constitution Project.

Dissolution of the Constituent Assembly.

Dissolution of the Maoist Unified Communist Party of Nepal (UCPN-M).

United States removes the UCPN-M from the list of terrorist groups.



CHRONOLOGY OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT POLITICAL EVENTS IN NEPAL

CHAPTER XI CHINA-INDIA-NEPAL-BHUTAN-TIBET:  the difficult balance between 
cooperation and confrontation in the Himalayas.

2013 Election of a Provisional Government, headed by the ex-President of the 
Supreme Court, with the support of the main political parties.

2015 Earthquakes in April and May.

DRAFT CONSTITUTION PENDING SINCE 2008 – 2012

Source: compiled by the author from information issued by IHS Global Limited, 
2015, Jane’s Sentinel Security Assessment - South Asia.
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Chapter 
twelve

The challenges to security in the straits of Malacca: 
piracy and maritime terrorism

María del Mar Hidalgo García

Abstract

The Straits of Malacca area is part of the main trade route from Europe 
and the Middle East to Asia and vice versa. They are therefore one of the 
most important geo-strategic places on the planet. These Straits are fa-
cing major challenges that affect security such as piracy and the threat of 
terrorist action. A blockade of the area would be associated to the cessa-
tion of global commercial activity and would affect the energy security of 
countries like China and Japan, causing heavy economic losses. Despite 
this influence in the global economy, control of the Straits has always 
been an issue that wanted to be managed by the littoral States —Ma-
laysia, Indonesia and Singapore— because they are located within their 
territorial waters.

Key Words

Malacca Straits, maritime terrorism, piracy.
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Introduction

The Strait of Malacca, lying between the west coast of Malaysia, Singa-
pore and the island of Sumatra in Indonesia1, are part of one of the main 
maritime routes in the world. They form a natural channel approximately 
800 km long, its width ranging from 320 km at the north-west entrance, to 
2.8 km in the proximity to Singapore at the south-east exit. This difference 
in width makes them one of the major bottlenecks in the world where 
maritime transport is concerned.

Figure 1. Straits of Malacca. 
Source: http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Southeast_Asia/FH11Ae02.html.

The Straits of Malacca face great challenges that affect navigation secu-
rity, including the mountainous nature of the land, the high likelihood of a 
collision occurring between vessels, in view of the heavy maritime traffic, 

1 For the purposes of this work, it is to be understood that the term «Straits of Malac-
ca» also includes the Straits of Singapore. The coastal countries refer only to Malaysia, 
Indonesia and Singapore, in spite of the fact that the coastline of Thailand and its terri-
torial waters form part of the Straits.
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and possible attacks from pirates. The environmental pollution caused 
by spills being dumped from vessels is another question that concerns 
the neighbouring coastal States, whose economies are largely dependent 
on tourism2. Apart from these risks associated with activities inherent to 
the merchant navy, there is also a risk to maritime security. The Straits 
of Malacca are on one of the main trading routes from Europe and the 
Middle East to Asia and vice-versa, so they are one of the most important 
geostrategic points on the planet. A blockade affecting the zone could 
bring world trade to a standstill, affecting the energy security of countries 
like China and Japan and causing huge economic losses. This destabili-
sation factor could appeal greatly to certain terrorist groups and make 
them consider committing a major attack in the zone.

Such a possibility is especially important in the case of oil transportation 
and affects world energy security therefore. Around 63% of oil production 
is carried on maritime routes and, of these, the Strait of Hormuz and the 
Straits of Malacca are the main transit points where volume is concerned3.

Table 1. Source: http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/special_topics/
World_Oil_Transit_Chokepoints/wotc.pdf.

2 http://www.mima.gov.my/mima/wp-content/uploads/GMIL%20Spore%20_Dec07_.pdf.
3 http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/special_topics/World_
Oil_Transit_Chokepoints/wotc.pdf.
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The Straits of Malacca are the shortest route between the oil-producing 
countries in the Persian Gulf and the Asian markets such as China, Indone-
sia, Japan or South Korea, some of which are the fastest-growing economies 
in the world. In 2013, 15.2 million barrels per day passed through the Strait, 
which amounted to an increase of 13.15% compared to 2009, as can be seen 
in Table 1. Approximately 90% of this volume was crude oil and the remai-
ning 10% petroleum products. The Straits of Malacca are also a major transit 
zone for liquefied natural gas (LNG) coming from the Persian Gulf and Africa, 
especially Qatar, heading for Asian countries, mainly Japan and South Korea.

If a blockade were to affect the Strait of Malacca, nearly half the world’s ship-
ping fleet would have to change its route to skirt the Indonesian archipelago, 
either via the Strait of Lombok, between the islands of Bali and Lombok or 
through the Sunda Strait between the islands of Sumatra and Java. These 
alternative routes would cause delays and a considerable rise in transport 
costs that would have an effect on the price of energy to the consumer, ha-
ving serious consequences for the economies of the countries of destination. 
This circumstance would be particularly serious for China, given that nearly 
80% of the hydrocarbons that it imports pass through the Straits of Malacca4.

Figure 2. Prepared by Author on a map of Indonesia obtained at https://www.cia.gov/
library/publications/resources/cia-maps-publications/.

4  h t t p : / / w w w. f o r b e s . c o m / s i t e s # / s i t e s / e r i c r m e y e r / 2 0 1 5 / 0 2 / 0 9 /
oil-and-gas-china-takes-a-shortcut/.
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In 2014, more than 79,000 vessels passed through the Strait of Malacca, 
which amounts to approximately one third of the world’s maritime traffic5.

Table 2. Source: http://www.marine.gov.my. Data extracted from STRAITREP.

In 2014, more than 79,000 vessels passed through the Straits of Malacca, 
which amounts to one third of the world’s maritime traffic6.

This heavy commercial traffic and the fact that there are ports in the zone 
that have the highest trading turnover in the world7 have led to this re-
gion becoming a major centre for illegal economic activities, encouraged 
by a lack of coastal control. In recent years, there has been a considera-
ble increase in the number of acts of piracy and robbery in the Strait of 
Malacca, coupled with a boom in the black market, contraband, drug and 
human trafficking. All these activities are the main source of financing for 
pirates and insurgent groups operating the zone.

The reason for this rise in the crime rate in the vicinity of the Straits of 
Malacca is twofold. On the one hand, the weakness of the governments 
in the coastal countries, where there is a clear lack of control and where 
corruption is rife. On the other hand, the economic marginalisation of the 
coastal inhabitants entices them to indulge in illegal trading to subsist. 
Some authors associate the increase in piracy towards the end of the 
1990s with the 1997 Asian financial crisis8.

5 In 2015 this figure could be exceeded, in view of the fact that by August 2015, no 
less than 53581 vessels had passed through the Straits. Data taken from http://www.
marine.gov.my/jlmeng/Contentdetail.asp?article_id=245&category_id=4&subcatego-
ry_id=42&subcategory2_id=0#.VfVn-9Ltmko.
6 In 2015 this figure could be exceeded, in view of the fact that by August 2015, no 
less than 53581 vessels had passed through the Straits. Data taken from http://www.
marine.gov.my/jlmeng/Contentdetail.asp?article_id=245&category_id=4&subcatego-
ry_id=42&subcategory2_id=0#.VfVn-9Ltmko.
7 The Port of Singapore is second in the world after Shanghai (China) in the ranking 
of the top 50 ports where volume is concerned, available at: http://www.worldshipping.
org/about-the-industry/global-trade/top-50-world-container-ports. (Consulted on 25th 
August 2015).
8 YOUNG, Adam. J. «Contemporary Maritime Piracy in Southeast Asia». ISEAS Publish-
ing, 2007. Page 61.
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Apart from the acts of piracy, another threat affecting security in the 
Strait of Malacca, and thus the transit of international trade, is the possi-
bility of a terrorist attack occurring that, apart from the human, economic 
and ecological damages caused, might prevent activity in the zone.

Since the terrorist attacks in 2001, South-East Asia came to be regar-
ded as a second front in the «Global Fight Against Terrorism» initiated 
by President Bush9 in view of the large number of Moslem inhabitants 
in the zone and the links with some of the insurgent groups and al-Qae-
da. That is why the international community has shown its concern over 
the possibility of a major terrorist attack in the proximity of the Strait of 
Malacca, especially when it is taken into account that the neighbouring 
coastal States only have limited resources for guaranteeing security in 
the zone, plus the fact that it is easy to access the black market to obtain 
financing and the ease with which it is possible to hide on one of the leafy 
and verdant islands owing to the scarce coastal surveillance.

Control over the Straits has always been a matter that the coastal Sta-
tes themselves have wanted to manage, as they lie within their territo-
rial waters. However, although Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia have 
common historic, linguistic and cultural ties, their commercial and stra-
tegic interest are different. That is why there are discrepancies associa-
ted with outside participation — mainly by the USA and its allies— in the 
running of the Straits of Malacca´s security. Malaysia and Indonesia feel 
that foreign interference would amount to questioning the sovereignty 
over their territorial waters, whereas for Singapore such an intervention 
means a guarantee that the country’s important trading activity will be 
able to carry on.

Background to the conflict

Until the colonial powers arrived in the 16th Century, the Strait of Malacca 
was a cultural area where several ethnic groups and kingdoms coexis-
ted with links on each of the shores, and where trading and religious ne-
tworks were established. These ties – which were never broken, neither 
during the colonial period or the post-colonial period –became weaker at 
the start of the processes of independence of Indonesia, Singapore and 
Malaysia. However, with the economic growth that took place in the 1980s 
and with the increase in importance of the Straits as a trade route these 
links were re-established.

Since ancient times passage through these Straits has been of strategic 
importance for trade and for the continued flow of goods and knowledge 
between East and West, and vice-versa. The importance of the Strait of 

9 http://www.globalissues.org/article/324/the-us-war-on-terror-and-east-asia.
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Malacca was heightened by the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, as it 
became a vital strategic trading bridge between the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans, cutting by one third the distance by sea between Europe and the 
Far East10.

For over a century, the Straits of Malacca were one of the main control 
points for Portuguese trade with Asia, together with Goa and Hormuz. 
This dominance came to an end when Japan decided to sever trade with 
the exterior and with the Dutch conquest of the Strait in 1641. For many 
centuries, these Straits have conditioned the region’s trade11 and today 
they are still the main commercial link not only between Europe, the Mi-
ddle East and South Asia, but also between South-East Asia and the Far 
East.

Collaboration between the Coastal States in the fight against 
piracy and in the security of navigation

South-East Asia has become the region in the world with the highest 
number of acts of piracy. In 2005, the International Maritime Organization 
(IMO) estimated that 40% of the world’s piracy incidents occurred in the 
vicinity of these Straits. In spite of this, as result of the Coastal States 
beginning to patrol the zone the amount of attacks by pirates has fallen 
since 2005.

Control over the Straits has always been a matter that the coastal States 
have wished to carry out themselves, a fact that became clear at the in-
ter-ministerial meeting held on 16th November 1971 between Indonesia, 
Malaysia and Singapore, in which it was once again stressed that naviga-
tion security through the Straits of Malacca was the exclusive responsibi-
lity of these three countries. It was also agreed at the meeting to establish 
a cooperation body to guarantee navigation security12.

Since that meeting there have been encounters between the three coun-
tries with a view to making progress with cooperation. The ministerial 
meeting in 1977 is one of the more outstanding ones, in which the agree-
ment signed in 1971 was confirmed and measures were also established 
for controlling environmental pollution. Another important meeting was 
the one held in 2005, which stated that the Coastal States were the only 
ones responsible for environmental protection and security in the Strait 

10 https://agenda.weforum.org/2014/05/world-most-important-trade-route/.
11 h t tp : / /www. isn .e thz .ch/D ig i ta l-L ibrary/Ar t i c les/Spec ia l-Feature/
Detail/?id=159677&contextid774=159677&contextid775=159676.
12 http://www.un.org/depts/los/consultative_process/documents/9_oegroseno_
presentation.pdf.
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and that the institutional frameworks established between the three 
countries were the only valid mechanisms for managing the Strait13.

As part of this internal cooperation framework the Strait of Malacca 
Coastal States have taken initiatives to cope with the threat posed by pi-
racy, such as the Malacca Straits Coordinated Patrol (MALSINDO)14. This 
initiative was put into operation in 2004 and Malaysia, Singapore and In-
donesia all collaborated by patrolling in a coordinated way within their 
respective territorial waters but without they being able to cross their 
own limits. This problem was partly overcome in 2005, when an air pa-
trol was set up called «Eyes in the Sky»15, which enabled them to enter 
the territorial waters of the other countries as far as 3 nautical miles. In 
April 2006, this initiative was included in the MSP (Malacca Strait Patrol-
s)16 together with MALSINDO. Improvements were made to the procedu-
res for taking action and in dealing with the permits for passing through 
the territorial waters of the three States involved in pursuing the pirates. 
The Intelligence Exchange Group also formed part of the MSP. In 2008, 
Thailand joined the MSP, making it the first and only multilateral military 
initiative in South-East Asia involving only the countries in the zone17. At 
present there are no further plans for any other countries to join, althou-
gh Myanmar, the Philippines and Vietnam are invited as observers18.

In 2007, a historic step was taken towards protecting the environment 
in the Straits of Malacca and Singapore, with the establishment of the 
«Cooperative Mechanism on Safety of Navigation and Environmental Pro-
tection in the Straits of Malacca and Singapore». This agreement is a valid 
tool for involving the Coastal States, the user States, the industry and all 
the stakeholders interested in the security of navigation in the Straits and 
in preventing pollution caused by vessels19.

The possibility of a terrorist attack

First of all, there is a clear difference between piracy and maritime terro-
rism. The perpetrators of the former attempt to obtain some economic 
benefit whereas the latter seek to put across an ideological or political 

13 Ibid.
14 http://www.mindef.gov.sg/imindef/press_room/official_releases/nr/2004/jul/
20jul04_nr.html#.VfWIP9LtmkoConsulted on 2nd August 2015.
15 http://www.mindef.gov.sg/imindef/press_room/official_releases/nr/2005/
sep/13sep05_nr.html#.VfWIrNLtmko Consulted on 2nd August 2015.
16 http://www.mindef.gov.sg/imindef/press_room/official_releases/nr/2008/
sep/18sep08_nr.html#.VfWOEdLtmko Consulted on 2nd August 2015.
17 h t tp : / /p i racy-s tud ies .org/norm-subs id iar i t y- in -mar i t ime-secur i -
ty-why-east-asian-states-corporate-in-counter-piracy/.
18 http://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/300415_NL_BH_Apr_15.pdf.
19 http://www.mpa.gov.sg/sites/pdf/spore-mtg-co-op-mechan-070904.pdf.
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message. Nevertheless, in spite of the differences between the two ac-
tivities, certain synergies appear when terrorists use piracy methods to 
achieve their aims20.

Since the attacks in 2001, the possibility of acts of terrorism in a maritime 
environment began to constitute a serious threat to international securi-
ty. That is why in 2005 the Straits of Malacca were included in the list of 
vulnerable zones drawn up by the Joint War Committee (JWC), which led 
to a tightening of security in the area the following year, when the coun-
tries on either side of the Straits began to patrol the zone21, as has been 
mentioned in the previous section.

In spite of the threats, so far no terrorist attacks have taken place in the 
sea that have had a major impact on the Straits of Malacca22, although 
there is evidence to suggest that certain terrorist groups are considering 
carrying out such attacks in this zone. A video found in Afghanistan in 
1999 showing the movements of vessels in the Straits, and the seizure 
in 2004 of a ship loaded with chemicals with a view to blowing it up - 
eventually aborted by the Singaporean Authorities - are proof that such 
intentions exist23.

One of the terrorist groups that have shown interest in carrying out an 
attack in these waters is al-Qaeda. This group has sought technical assis-
tance and training to spread their sphere of activity to maritime environ-
ments, mainly by means of separatist groups that operate in the region, 
such as the Tamil Tigers, a now disappeared group that used to operate in 
Sri Lanka. In 2002, Omar al-Faruq, a member of al-Qaeda who operated in 
Indonesia, declared that this organisation was aiming to attack US vesse-
ls in the Port of Surabaya, but the group failed to carry out the operation 
due to logistical difficulties24.

Jema´ah Islamiyah, responsible for the terrorist attacks on the island of 
Bali in 200225, has also shown interest in committing an act of terrorism 
in the Straits of Malacca. In fact, reports exist that indicate that this group 

20 «Piracy, Maritime Terrorism and Security in the Malacca Straits». Published by IS-
EAS /IIAS. Page xxviii.
21 https://www.lloyds.com/news-and-insight/news-and-features/archive/2006/08/
market_removes_malacca_straits_from_the_list.
2 2 h t t p : / / w w w. re u t e rs . c o m / a r t i c l e / 2 0 1 0 / 0 3 / 0 5 / u s - m a l a c ca - t h re a t- 
idUSTRE62335120100305.
23 YUN YUN, Teo. (2007) ‘Target Malacca Straits: Maritime Terrorism in Southeast Asia’, 
Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 30:6, 541—561. Available at: http://www.navedu.navy.
mi.th/stg/databasestory/data/relation-of-country/cooperation-unit/Malacca-Strait-Pa-
trol/Malacca%20Strait%20Terrorism.pdf Consultation date 25th August 2015.
24 http://library.fundforpeace.org/library/ttcvr1213-threatconvergence-malaccas-
traits-08e.pdf.
25 https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/terror/RL34194.pdf.
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wished to attack US ships at the Changi Naval Base in Singapore towards 
the end of 200126.

Security in the Straits of Malacca has also been affected by groups of se-
paratist insurgents, such as GAM (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka)27, also known 
as Free Aceh Separatist, who operated in the Province of Aceh near the 
northern entry into the Straits. Kumpulam Mujahidin Malaysia (KMM) is 
another group that has committed acts of violence in the proximities of 
the Straits of Malacca in recent years28. The objective of this radical group 
is to create a pan-Islamic state that includes Malaysia, Indonesia, the Phi-
lippines and the Moslem part of Thailand29. The Abu Sayyaf group, althou-
gh active only in the Mindanao Region, in the south of the Philippines, has 
also had great influence in the Straits of Malacca area thanks to its links 
with the aforementioned groups30. Its involvement in the ferry attack that 
took place in 2004 in Manila Bay, in which 116 people died, demonstrates 
its interest in perpetrating terrorist attacks in maritime environments.

Apart from these groups that could constitute a direct threat, there are 
other insurgent groups in South-East Asia that could provide them with 
support owing to their experience and maritime skills, such as the Na-
tional Revolutionary Front and the Patani United Liberation, both establi-
shed in the Province of Patani, in Thailand.

Current situation of the conflict

The increase in piracy

At present, there is no general consensus regardingthe definition of pi-
racy, given that the definition provided by UNCLOS (United Nations Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea (1982)) defines it as illegal acts carried out 
on the high seas, i.e. beyond the jurisdiction of any State31. According to 
UNCLOS, the illegal activities, and in some cases violent, which occur in 
the Straits of Malacca and that pose a threat to maritime security occur 
within the jurisdictional waters of the Coastal States, so, «technically«, 
they cannot be regarded as acts of piracy. However, according to the In-
ternational Maritime Organization (IMO), such acts do constitute acts of 
piracy32. This lack of agreement makes it more complicated for the in-

26 http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/world/2002-09-19-singapore_x.htm.
27 The insurgent activities of this group came to an end in 2005 with the signing of a 
peace agreement between the Indonesia Government and its leader Malik Mahmud.
28 http://www.turkishweekly.net/2010/03/24/op-ed/the-straits-of-malacca- 
under-the-threat-of-a-maritime-terrorist-attack/.
29 http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/para/kmm.htm.
30 https://www.stratfor.com/analysis/abu-sayyaf-and-strait-malacca.
31 http://www.un.org/depts/los/piracy/piracy_legal_framework.htm.
32 http://www.imo.org/en/OurWork/Security/PiracyArmedRobbery/Pages/Default.aspx.
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ternational community to deal with the problem of piracy in the Straits 
of Malacca.

Definitions apart, the Straits of Malacca constitute a major challenge to 
maritime security, due to the activities of groups that for no political re-
asons whatsoever, carry out stealing and kidnapping on vessels passing 
through the Straits or on those that are at anchor or moored in the ports. 
The way that this is done varies in both manner of execution and resour-
ces utilised, but what appears to be clear is that they are networks of 
organised crime rather than individuals acting alone.

Acts of piracy not only cause economic losses to the shipping companies 
but also affect the safety of sailors. Instability on a sea route increases 
the amounts involved in transport insurance policies and restricts free 
trade. It also gives rise to tensions between the coastal countries and 
those of flag of the vessels concerned.

According to the report issued by the ICC International Maritime Bureau 
of the IMO, from the beginning of 2015 until the end of June this year, 79 
of the 134 cases of piracy recorded occurred in South-East Asia33, which 
amounts to 59%. This percentage has shown an upward trend in recent 
years, since in 2014, 245 incidents were recorded, of which 141 took place 
in the same zone, mainly around the Indonesian archipelago, i.e., 57%34.

Table 3. Source: Compiled by author with data obtained from the report: “Piracy and Armed 
Robbery against ships”. Report for the period of 1stJanuary-30thJune 2015.ICC INTERNA-

TIONAL MARITIME BUREAU.

33 Report: «Piracy and Armed Robbery against ships». Report for the period of 1 Jan-
uary-30 June 2015. ICC INTERNATIONAL MARITIME BUREAU.
34 Report: «Piracy and Armed Robbery against ships». Report for the period of 1 Jan-
uary-31 December 2014.ICC INTERNATIONAL MARITIME BUREAU.
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According to these data, acts of piracy have decreased in the Straits of 
Malacca yet have increased considerably in the vicinity, on the coasts of 
Indonesia and Malaysia. One of the main causes of this phenomenon is that 
piracy is closely associated with inequality, poverty and marginalization. 
If the natural catastrophes that affect the zone, the weakness of gover-
nments and a lack of resources to combat piracy are all added to these 
factors, a breeding ground is created that is conducive to perpetrating cri-
minal activities in the maritime environment as a means of subsistence.

The main acts of piracy carried out in the Straits of Malacca include theft, 
seizing vessels and kidnapping people, using light weapons such as guns 
and knives. The most commonly committed offence is stealing the cargo 
or fuel from ships at anchor or moored in the ports so that the stolen 
products can be sold on the black market35. Contraband is a very frequent 
activity in ports owing to a lack of control in exchanges and the high tur-
nover of the goods handled. This deficient coastal control, the ease with 
which frontiers can be crossed and the thickness of the vegetation in the 
zone serving as an ideal hiding place, all serve to create the ideal scena-
rio for committing acts of piracy and for terrorist groups to operate.

Hijacking vessels is a less frequent act of piracy because it is difficult to carry 
out successfully. The ultimate aim of this type of activity is to appropriate a 
ship to give it a false identity and a change of appearance, turning it into a 
«phantom vessel» for perpetrating further attacks36. Kidnapping of persons 
generally ends up with a ransom being paid, which serves to finance more 
activities37. This is the crime that gives pirates their highest profile in the me-
dia in view of the fact that a negotiating framework has to be established 
involving all the actors concerned, which includes States and ship owners.

Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore are the main countries responsible for 
security and safety in the Straits38. In spite of these three countries’ good 
intentions to get cooperation initiatives under way with which to keep the 
zone safe, an issue that has already been dealt with earlier in this chapter, 
the truth of the matter is that it is difficult to implement these initiatives 
effectively because of the lack of resources available to repel the attacks 
that are detected. There are also differences between the Coastal States 

35 In the ranking of countries with the highest levels of black market activities in the world, 
Indonesia is ranked 13th, with a value of 23,050 million dollars, Malaysia coming 40th, with 
2,990 million dollars worth and Singapore is 66th with 269 million dollars. Information avail-
able at: http://www.havocscope.com/country-profile/ (Consultation date: 28th August 2015).
36 https://www.bodyguardagentur.com/en/the-company/news/art icle/
malacca-straits-phantom-vessels/.
37 http://gcaptain.com/pirates-kidnap-three-from-japanese-tanker/.
38 In this case, IMO recommendations for navigating safely in this zone must be 
mentioned. These are available at: https://www.bimco.org/~/media/Products/Manu-
als-Pamphlets/Safe_Passage_Straits_of_Malacca_and_Singapore/Safe_Passage_-_
The_Straits_of_Singapore_and_Malacca_2014-05_Pamphlet.ashx.
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where their degree of commitment is concerned39 and with respect to 
their contribution in terms of technical and human resources40.

Indonesia, is the country that has been affected by the greatest increa-
se in piracy in recent years. It has a longer coastline than the other two 
countries so it has great difficulties in controlling all of its shores. What is 
more, the presence of Islamist groups such as Jema´ah Islamiyah or the 
need to cope with other priorities such as resolving territorial disputes, 
carry out political reforms or encourage the tourist industry, have meant 
that the Government has not earmarked sufficient resources for the fight 
against piracy. Migration from other South-East Asian countries, such as 
the Rohingyan people, also detracts from the amount of resources availa-
ble to fight against criminal activities committed at sea41.

This attitude is partly justified by the Indonesian Government’s need to 
deal with the violent events that take place on land that are far more fre-
quent and serious than those that happen at sea. For example, in 2002, only 
0.05% of all the reports on criminal activities involved attacks by pirates42.

Pursuant to Indonesia’s naval capacity, it is limited and insufficient to 
guard and patrol its entire coastline43. Indonesia also has problems whe-
re intelligence and information exchange are concerned, not to mention 
financing to implement security initiatives in the Straits44. Furthermore, 
Indonesia is much less willing to cooperate with external stakeholders 
than Malaysia and Singapore. However, it has collaborated with India, 
Australia, Japan and even with the USA45.

Singapore is one of the world’s major trade centres, thus, so much more 
importance is attached to any matters associated with piracy than in Indo-
nesia. Proof of this is the interest that the country shows in cooperating with 
other countries to guarantee security in the Straits of Malacca. Singapore 
has much better port-control resources than the other two States, and its 
Navy and Coastguards are also much more effective when it comes to con-
trolling the passage of shipping through its territorial waters. The setting 

39 For example, Malaysia and Singapore form part of the «Container Security Initia-
tive» launched in 2002 by the USA to control the ports.
40 «The Routledge Handbook of Asian Security Studies». Routledge Hand Books, 2010.
Page 248.
41 http://www.theguardian.com/world/gallery/2015/may/18/rohingya-refugees-re-
cover-in-indonesian-camp-in-pictures. Consultation date 20th May 2015.
42 YUN YUN, Teo. Opus cit.
43 «Maritime Security in the South China Sea. Regional Implications and International 
Cooperation». Corbett Centre for Maritime Policy Studies Series, 2009.Page 91.
44 http://www.rsis.edu.sg/wpcontent/uploads/2014/07/PR120705_Indonesia_Naval_
Development_Maritime _Cooperation.pdf.
45 For example, the annual exercise «Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training 
(CARAT). http://www.public.navy.mil/surfor/lsd42/Pages/US-Marines-Indonesian-For-
ces-Storm-Beach.as Px.
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up of the Singapore Maritime Centre46 enables multinational stakeholders 
to exchange information in order to achieve a more efficient organisation 
when it comes to keeping watch on the vessels that pass through the zone.

Malaysia, just like Indonesia, depends on the fishing industry, so piracy likewise 
affects its economic activity and its environment. That is why the Government 
gives precedence to the economic question rather than maritime security, as 
is the case with Indonesia47. Since the resurge in acts of piracy at the end of 
the 1990s, Malaysia has argued that piracy is a national problem that must 
be dealt with by the Coastal Countries, so it is necessary to collaborate more 
closely with the Coastal States and particularly with Indonesia48. On an internal 
level, establishing the «Maritime Enforcement Agency», launched in 200649, 
has enabled Malaysia to become more effective in its fight against piracy.

The possibility of a terrorist attack

As has already been pointed out, although there is evidence to suggest 
that certain terrorist groups would like to carry out an attack in the Straits 
of Malacca, the fact of the matter is that no such attack has been success-
fully perpetrated as yet. Nevertheless, the threat still exists, given that it 
is one of the most important geostrategic points on the planet and one of 
the world’s main trading centres.

On the other hand, from a logistical perspective, carrying out a large te-
rrorist attack successfully in the Straits of Malacca is extremely compli-
cated because of the amount of organisation needed to bring it off with 
the precision required. Furthermore, the regional security initiatives im-
plemented by the Coastal States against piracy have a collateral deterrent 
effect where maritime terrorism is concerned. Vessels are equipped with 
better security means and there is an awareness of the dangers that might 
have to be faced in the Straits. It could be said that the threat is highly unli-
kely but would have a major impact from an economic and destabilisation 
viewpoint. A blockade of the Straits would have collateral effects on the 
world economy and on the energy security of powers like China and Japan.

Alternative Routes

Several proposals have been put forward for preventing these problems 
in the future and for reducing the number of merchant ships passing 

46 http://www.mpa.gov.sg/sites/maritime_singapore/what_is_maritime_singapore/
leading_imc.page.
47 h t tp : / /www. isn .e thz .ch/D ig i ta l-L ibrary/Ar t i c les/Spec ia l-Feature/
Detail/?id=159677&contextid774=159677&contextid775=159676.
48 http://thediplomat.com/2015/09/indonesia-malaysia-step-up-fight-against-pira-
cy/Consultation date: 12 septiembre de 2015.
49 https://www.mmea.gov.my/eng/index.php/en/mengenai-kami/latar-belakang.
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through the Straits of Malacca; these are mainly associated with ener-
gy security. Such proposals include the construction of a gas pipeline 
crossing Myanmar, linking the Bay of Bengal with the Chinese province 
of Yunnan, which construction began in 2013. This energy infrastructure 
is supplemented with the building of an oil pipeline which would run pa-
rallel to the other pipeline, constituting an alternative route to the Straits 
of Malacca for importing crude oil from the Middle East. This oil pipeline, 
commissioned at the end of January2015, is 2,400 km long and, just like 
the gas pipeline, crosses the States of Rakhine and Shan, in Myanmar, 
which are fraught with stability problems owing to ethnic conflicts. The 
gas pipeline can transport 160 million barrels per year, i.e., about 440,000 
barrels per day, which amounts to 0.5% of the world’s oil demand50. Both 
infrastructures are going to enable China to reduce the risk to its energy 
supply by avoiding the Straits of Malacca route.

Figure 3. Outlying of gas pipeline and oil pipeline through Myanmar (Birmania).
Source: http://world-news-research.com/kachin29dec2012.html.

50 http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/special_topics/World_
Oil_Transit_Chokepoints/wotc.pdf.
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Another possible alternative being considered to avoid the Straits of Malacca 
is to excavate a canal to cross the Kra Isthmus, which would also shorten the 
route by 1,000 km. This idea is not new: France already proposed such a plan to 
King Narai51 in the 17th century. So far, China and Thailand have denied that they 
are involved in negotiations after it was leaked to the media that the two coun-
tries had signed a Memorandum of Understanding to carry out the project52.

Figure 4. Location of Kra Isthmus. 
Source: Prepared by Author. Plan obtained from www.un.org.

On the other side, the opening of the North Sea Route, which crosses the Bering 
Strait? Would be a new route for cutting the distance between the East and the 
West. The disadvantage is that it is only navigable 2 or 3 months of the year. If 
this route were used on a large scale, this would have effects on the Straits of 
Malacca and the countries along its shoreline. A reduction in shipping would 
bring about an increase in security in the zone for several reasons. The first 
reason lies in the fact that it would be possible to improve control over mariti-
me passage while at the same time increasing navigation security by limiting 

51 http://www.china.org.cn/world/2015-05/20/content_35612396.htm.
52 Ibid.
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piracy and the possibility of collisions between vessels. However, one of the 
negative effects would be a reduction in the economic income of Indonesia, 
Malaysia and Singapore as the trading activity would decline in the zone53.

The role of the external actors

International Cooperation

The three Coastal States do not want to outsource the management of piracy 
in the Straits of Malacca. In fact, one of the main initiatives set in motion to 
combat piracy, the Regional Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Ro-
bbery (ReCAAP)54, has been ratified by twenty countries, but neither Indonesia 
nor Malaysia are among them55. These two countries are the most reluctant to 
accept the presence of the USA and its allies in their waters, as demonstrated 
by their rejection of the US proposal of the Regional Maritime Security Initiative 
(RMSI) in 2004, which offered assistance to the countries with coastlines in the 
Straits of Malacca to prevent attacks from pirates and terrorists. The objective 
of this initiative was for it to form part of the «Proliferation Security Initiative, 
(PSI)» framework directed by the USA to combat the proliferation of weapons 
of mass destruction and their potential use by terrorists. The proposal from 
the United States was mainly aimed at sharing information rather than sen-
ding troops to fight terrorism. Nevertheless, Malaysia and Indonesia opposed 
this initiative on the grounds that it affected their maritime sovereignty and 
exposed the right of innocent passage accepted by International Law56.

However, Singapore, as it is an ideologically appealing target for groups 
of fundamentalists owing to its close ties with western countries, shows 
greater interest in international cooperation to guarantee security in the 
region, without neglecting though its domestic resources, given that it has 
its own Navy and modern and well-equipped coastguard vessels, who are 
able to effectively control the country’s 60 miles of coastline in the Straits57.

Apart from the USA, Australia, India, Japan, and China have also offered military 
assistance on several occasions, but the Coastal States —Indonesia, Malaysia 
and Singapore— have declined, once again reaffirming their right to uphold 
security in the Straits of Malacca through the use of their own resources.

53 N.S.F. ABDUL RAHMAN and col. «Effect of the Northern Sea Route Opening to the 
Shipping Activities al Malacca Straits». International Journal of e-navigation and Mari-
time Economy (2014), 85-98.
54 http://www.recaap.org.
55 Australia, Bangladesh, Brunei, Cambodia, China, Denmark, India, Japan, South Ko-
rea, Laos, Myanmar (Burma), Netherlands, Norway, Philippines, Singapore, Sri Lanka, 
Thailand, United Kingdom, USA and Vietnam.
56 http://www.cga.gov.tw/GipOpen/wSite/public/Attachment/f1261019742212.pdf.
57 http://www.mindef.gov.sg/imindef/publications/pointer/journals/2007/v33n3/fea-
ture3.print.html?Status=1.
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The Role of ASEAN

In view of the increase in the number of acts of piracy in South-East Asia, 
the ASEAN intends to play a more prominent role in the fight against this 
transnational threat, to offer security to maritime transit. The Coastal 
States along the Straits demand greater involvement of the ASEAN to 
overcome these obstructions although maritime security in the vicinity 
of the Straits of Malacca only affects some of its members, i.e., Malay-
sia, Indonesia, Thailand and Singapore. Forums are organised within the 
ASEAN that discuss these matters, such as the ASEAN Maritime Forum 
(AMF) and the Maritime Security Expert Working Group (MSEWG). Crea-
ting an ASEAN Navy to combat piracy in the Straits of Malacca is among 
the responses that is discussed by the organisation, another being set-
ting up patrols along the lines of the MALSINDO patrols. However, many 
difficulties would have to be overcome before this could be done, even 
though the USA has offered the support of its Seventh Fleet58.

One of the main problems faced by the ASEAN in putting specific initia-
tives into practice to enhance security in the Straits of Malacca and its 
surroundings, lies on their potential effects on the territorial disputes be-
tween China and some of the ASEAN Member States. In fact, the support 
offered by the USA forms part of the strategy of the United States and 
Japan to counteract the progress being made by China in its maritime 
territorial disputes, because the same patrols that are allocated to com-
bat piracy could be used to defend the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ), 
whose sovereignty is the cause of frequent confrontations with China. Fa-
ced with this possibility, some countries would rather not run the risk of 
disputes with the Asian giant, their main trading partner. In spite of this, 
the Philippines and Vietnam are in favour of improving maritime security 
in South-East Asia through collaboration with the USA and Japan59.

Conclusions and prospects

The Straits of Malacca are considered to be one of the most important 
geostrategic points on the planet from a trading and security perspective. 
Diverting commercial activity towards South-East Asia has brought about 
a rise in the number of vessels that pass through the zone, a number that 
increases year by year, causing problems in the safety of navigation with 
an important risk of collisions.

the rise in the number of vessels together with the increase of acts of 
piracy has cast aspersions on the ability of the Coastal States to guaran-
tee maritime security in the zone because their capacities are limited, 

58 http://thediplomat.com/2015/03/asean-patrols-in-the-south-china-sea/.
59 http://thediplomat.com/2014/04/us-japan-to-boost-asean-maritime-security/.
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so they often react too late and with insufficient resources. In view of 
the Straits’ strategic importance for commercial transport, the countries 
that do not have territory in the Straits zone demand the presence of on-
going security in the area, especially at night. Piracy is a question that 
the Coastal States have to face up to, offering solutions that deal with 
the underlying problems, which mainly involve poverty and the struggle 
for fishing resources. Tackling the twofold problem of development and 
conflict is the key formula for putting an end to the criminal activity that 
takes place in the Straits of Malacca. It is necessary to stop contraband, 
illegal fishing and the black market booming in the zone. The stability of 
local governments and the availability of funds provided by the interna-
tional community are also vital factors when it comes to dealing with the 
piracy problem.

Ship owners and shipping companies likewise play a major role in ma-
ritime security in the Straits of Malacca and its immediate vicinity. Apart 
from the physical security measures installed in the vessels themselves 
and the use of positioning systems, it is essential to comply with the IMO 
recommendations, especially meant to the transiting through this zone. 
The presence of private security companies serves as a deterrent, but 
this does not mean to say that they do not cause controversy between 
the Coastal States and the States that flag the ships using the Straits. 
Singapore, for example, offers a private security firm service to vessels 
using its territorial waters, they can even escort the ships. However, Ma-
laysia and Indonesia and even the IMO itself, are against the contracting 
of private security firms in case it happens that they use weapons that fail 
to comply with UNCLOS, who only permits «surveillance» and not armed 
activity60.

One aspect that could be more worrying on a global level, not only for the 
West but also for the Asian market, is the possibility of a major terrorist 
attack bringing the Straits of Malacca to a collapse. As yet no such attacks 
have taken place, but there is evidence to suggest that such groups as 
Al-Qaeda or Jema´ah Islamiyah have not ruled out this type of action. Ne-
vertheless, they would find it very difficult to do so from a logistics pers-
pective. To cope with such an eventuality it is necessary to establish a 
neutral international framework without rivalries between powers. That 
is why international cooperation would be strengthened with measures 
such as information exchange or providing financing rather than military 
support, because the latter could cause tensions associated with the so-
vereignty of the coastal States.

United States interest in the Asia-Pacific region has been made clear on 
numerous occasions by President Obama. Keeping a permanent naval 

60 http://library.fundforpeace.org/library/ttcvr1213-threatconvergence-malaccas-
traits-08e.pdf.
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presence in the zone is one of the USA’s major meanings to guarantee 
its geopolitical interests. The possibility of the US Fleet participating in 
the security of the Straits of Malacca gives the USA a strategic advantage 
over China, enabling it to intervene in the maritime traffic in the zone. 
However, the territorial disputes in the South China Sea add tension to 
the region and any external military presence in the Straits of Malacca 
might be interpreted as an excuse for augmenting US naval capacity in 
the Pacific.

By way of conclusion, the main threat to international security in the 
Straits of Malacca does not come from piracy, it revolves around the pos-
sibility of a major terrorist attack, although, in view of the logistical diffi-
culties involved in carrying it out successfully, it is highly unlikely to ha-
ppen. Notwithstanding, if one were to occur, it would have repercussions 
on the world economy. It is necessary therefore to focus the resources on 
two aspects: preventing such an attack by improving information exchan-
ge, and devising ways to enable maritime trading to return to normal in 
the zone as soon as possible, because it must not be forgotten that one of 
the aims of the terrorist groups is to destabilise and cause chaos.

Geopolitical indicators

Indonesia Malaysia Singapore

Surface Area 1.904.569 km2 329.847 km2 697 km2

Coastline 54.716 km 2.742 km 193 km

Population 255.993.000 30.513.848 5.674.472

Growth Rate 0.92 % 1.44 % 1.89 %

Religions 

Moslems: 87.2%, 
Christians: 9.9 %, 
Hindus: 1.7%,
Others: 0.9%

Moslems: 61.3%, 
Buddhists: 19.8%, 
Christians:9.2%, 
Hindus 6.3%, Confu-
cians, Taoists: 1.3%,

Buddhists: 33.9%, 
Moslems: 14.3%, 
Taoists: 11.3%, Ca-
tholics: 7.1%, Hindus: 
5.2%,
OtherChristians: 11%

Population be-
low the poverty 
threshold

11.3 % 3.8% Not available

GDP 888.600 million $ 326.900 million $ 308.100 million $

GDP/per capita 10.600 $ 24.700 $ 82.800 $

GDPGrowth 
Rate 5% 6% 2.9 %

GDP (sectors) 
Agriculture: 14.2%
Industry: 45.5%
Services: 40.3%

Agriculture: 9.3%
Industry: 34.7%
Services: 56%

Agriculture: 0%
Industry: 25%
Services: 75%
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Indonesia Malaysia Singapore

Exports

Japan 13.1%, China 
10%, Singapore 
9.5%, USA 9.4%, In-
dia 7%, South Korea 
6%, Malaysia 5.5%

Singapore 14.2%, 
China 12%, Japan 
10.8%, USA 8.4%, 
Thailand 5.3%, Hong 
Kong 4.8%, Australia 
4.3%, India 4.2%, 
Indonesia 4.2%

China 12.6%, Malaysia 
12%, Hong Kong 11%, 
Indonesia 9.4%, USA 
5.9%, Japan 4.1%, 
South Korea 4.1%

Imports 

China 17.2%, Singa-
pore 14.1%, Japan 
9.6%, South Korea 
6.7%, Malaysia 6.1%, 
Thailand 5.5%, USA 
4.6%

China 16.9%, 
Singapore 12.6%, 
Japan 8%, USA 7.7%, 
Thailand 5.8%, South 
Korea 4.6%, Indone-
sia 4.1%

China 12.1%, Malaysia 
10.7%, USA 10.3%, 
South Korea 5.9%, 
Japan 5.5%, Indonesia 
5.1%, Arab Emirates 
4.2%, Arabia Saudi 
4 %

Military Expen-
diture (% GDP) 0.78% 1.5% 3.52 %

Black Market 
Ranking* 13 40 66

Black Market 
Value* 23.050 million $ 2.990 million $ 269.3 million $

Data obtained from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/
geos/sn.html. http://www.havocscope.com/country-profile/.

Chronology of the conflict

CHAPTER XII The challenges to security in the Straits of Malacca: piracy and mari-
time terrorism.

DATE EVENTS

1971
Inter-Ministerial meeting held on 16th November 1971 between Indo-
nesia, Malaysia and Singapore, in which it was agreed to establish a 
cooperating body to guarantee security in navigation 

2001 Jema´ah Islamiyah attempts to attack US vessels at the Changi Naval 
Base in Singapore.

2002

Terrorist attacks in Bali.

Omar al-Faruq, member of al-Qaeda that operated in Indonesia, states 
that this organisation intended to attack US ships in the Port of Sura-
baya.

2004 MALSINDO initiative put into operation.

2005

An air patrol known as “Eyes in the Sky” is established. In April 2006, 
this initiative came to form part of MALSINDO.

The Straits of Malacca are included on the list of vulnerable zones 
drawn up by the Joint War Committee (JWC).

2006 The Malacca Strait Patrols (MSP) initiative is established.

2006
The Straits of Malacca are excluded from the list of vulnerable zones 
drawn up by theJoint War Committee (JWC).

The “Maritime Enforcement Agency” is established.



419

The challenges to security in the straits of Malacca:...

CHAPTER XII The challenges to security in the Straits of Malacca: piracy and mari-
time terrorism.

DATE EVENTS

2007 The “Cooperative Mechanism on Safety of Navigation and Environmen-
tal Protection” is established.

2013 Work begins on laying the gas pipeline crossing Myanmar (Burma).

2015 Partial Commissioning of the oil pipeline crossing Myanmar (Burma)
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