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What Abe’s Death Means for Japanese Politics:  

Japan has Lost a Compass and a Driving Force 

Guibourg Delamotte 
Senior Lecturer in Political Science and Japanese studies at France’s Inalco 

Visiting Associate Professor at the Tokyo College; Visiting Fellow at RCAST;  
Visiting Associate Professor at GraSPP, the University of Tokyo 

 
 

Abe Shinzo’s political debut as prime minister, in 2006, was uninspiring. He resigned within a year and the health 

explanation provided seemed flimsy at the time. His mentor and predecessor as prime minister Koizumi Junichiro himself 

expressed disappointment. Yet Abe had already laid the foundation stones of a far more substantial legacy on which he 

was to build in 2012 when he regained power. 
Japan has had few strong figures with vision for their country. Abe changed not only the way Japan was perceived on 

the world stage, but also Japan's vision of the world. During Abe's near-decade in power, her international influence 

bloomed. As early as 2007, he drew attention to the geopolitical coherence of the Indo-Pacific region. In 2016 under his 

leadership Japan’s “vision for the Indo-Pacific” alerted the international community to the region’s strategic importance 

and China’s increasing presence there. The US, France, Britain, the EU...soon followed with Indo-Pacific strategies of 

their own. Japan’s conception of regional international security was founded on ‘soft’ development assistance to emerging 

countries through better connectivity and ‘quality’ infrastructure, and also assumed a ‘harder’ direction, on maritime 

security and Freedom of navigation. 
Abe also opened up the possibility for industrial cooperation and the joint development of weapons systems with 

partners other than the US. He developed defence dialogues with neighbouring Asian states. With South Korea, he 

endeavoured to defuse lingering historical issues and agreed to (again) compensate ‘comfort women’. He deepened 

friendships with Australia and the US by commemorating their war deaths and prisoners-of-war and visiting Pearl Harbour. 

Abe stabilised relations with China, after tensions under Koizumi and the Democratic Party's years in power from 2009 to 

2012, even though Chinese incursions into Japanese waters increased (after a reduction in numbers in 2018). 
Abe gave the country a strategic vision by establishing a National Security Council which brings the Defence, Police, 

and Foreign Policy establishments together. The Law on the protection of sensitive information enabled greater intelligence 

cooperation with the US (which the 1997 Japan-US bilateral Security guidelines had called for). Abe also undertook a vast 

reform of Japan’s international cooperation and defence legal system in 2015. Japan had relied on ad-hoc laws until then, 

most of which dealt with specific circumstances with which they expired, nonetheless establishing precedent for the next 

set of measures. That way of dealing with international crises was unpredictable for Japan’s international allies as each 

crisis brought parliamentary debates and no one could foretell if and how Japan would take part in an international coalition. 
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Furthermore, from 1992 when the first international cooperation-related law was adopted, citizens elected a majority party 

whose head, as prime minister, then made decisions for which he held no national mandate, as indeed citizens had elected 

him before the crisis and ensuing law. Worse yet, citizens might elect a premier minister while disapproving his stance on 

deployments because foreign policy and deployments seemed a distant or secondary issue (Koizumi was re-elected in 2005 

in spite of the people’s opposition to a deployment to Iraq). The vast 2015 reform solved those issues by characterizing 

different crisis situations and pre-establishing corresponding legal frameworks, thereby laying out the government’s 

options in terms of Self-Defence Forces missions. 
Abe (with the Cabinet Legislation Bureau whose head he had changed) established that Japan could use collective self-

defence if an ally was attacked and Japan’s survival or the lives and freedoms of its people were thereby at risk. Japan can 

now provide logistic support (excluding weapons) in crisis situations which bear an important impact on Japan’s security. 

Furthermore, Japan can now cooperate with international organisations other than the UN on peace-keeping or 

humanitarian missions, and undertake peace-making activities (the monitoring of a ceasefire agreement for example). 

Importantly from the point of view of democratic control, in each instance, the government must seek parliamentary 

approval. This new framework enabled Japan to be more effective within the boundaries of an unrevised Article 9. 
Retaining power came at a cost. The opposition did not take kindly to Abe. Much of Japan’s parliamentary rules rely on 

precedent and negotiation with the opposition, from when parliament sits, to the order of passage of bills. Abe rode 

roughshod over convention and instead asserted majority-rule disregarding the opposition’s opinion on bills. Dissolving 

the Lower house in 2014 and again in 2017 before the end of the legislature, at times which suited the opposition little, he 

maximized his presence in power by coaxing his party into giving him three three-year mandates as leader. Thus, he 

retained power for 8 years, thereby becoming the longest-serving Prime minister in Japanese history. He asserted his 

control of civil servants through a 2014 law, which increases the Prime Minister’s nomination powers – breaking with the 

tradition of neutrality of the civil service. Political scandals in 2017 and 2018 demonstrated favouritism and use of public 

funds for the benefit of some of his support groups. 
Notwithstanding what Machiavelli might have advocated as necessary to the skilful exercise of power, Abe had become 

a monument of Japanese politics, one of those heavyweights whose influence endures even after leaving power. 
Even though Abe had resigned his post as Prime minister in 2020, his counsel was listened to and set the pace. At the 

end of February 2022, he recommended that Japan discuss nuclear deterrence with the US and nuclear-sharing, and in 

June, when President Biden visited South Korea and Japan, the redeployment to South Korea of strategic assets, possibly 

tactical nuclear weapons, and close cabinet consultations with Japan, were agreed upon. How is Japanese policy developing 

now that he has left the stage? 
Current PM Kishida follows in Abe's footsteps, sealing international partnerships with partners and allies, and increasing 

naval deployments in the Indo-Pacific. Japan has signalled a willingness to partake in future AUKUS technological 

contracts – industrial cooperation with allies was made possible when Abe relaxed rules on arms exports, which are now 

allowed if they will contribute to international peace or to Japan’s security and not reach a country at war or be in violation 

of international law (exports to third parties require the GoJ’s approval). Kishida has highlighted “economic security”, the 

importance of which Abe, who had established an economic security unit in the National Security Council and pushed for 
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a reform of the legal framework of foreign direct investment in Japan, had been fully aware. 
There are elements of departure from the Abe line too. Abe succeeded in establishing friendly relations with all of the 

world’s leaders. No other country in the world has simultaneously cordial relations with Arab countries, Israel, and Iran. 

Who else managed Donald Trump better than Abe? He made friends with him while bringing to life the Comprehensive 

Progressive Trans-Pacific Partnership after Trump announced the US would no longer be a member of the TPP. Abe also 

negotiated a bilateral free trade agreement which would not be disadvantageous to Japan, and held off discussions on the 

level of Japan’s Host Nation contribution (Japan’s financial contribution to the costs of US bases in Japan), when Trump 

wanted it increased. There was even some benefit to an American president taking on China and making overtures, albeit 

without prior-ally consultation, to North Korea (though Japan was sceptical as to their outcome). 
The war in Ukraine has forced Kishida to side with the G7 in adopting sanctions against Russia – Kishida’s “realism 

diplomacy for a new era”. Back in 2014, when Russia invaded Crimea, Abe had withheld from adopting sanctions in the 

hope that Putin would return some of the lost Northern Territories. 
Under Abe, defence budgets increased steadily but remained at 1% of the GNP. The ruling party has advocated their 

doubling and acquisition of strike capabilities in the form of Intermediate range ballistic missiles, in view of North Korea 

and China’s improving capabilities which make Japan’s missile defence system insufficient. Though the rationale remains 

defensive, Japan’s acquisition of first-strike capability will mark the end of its “defensive defence policy”, the Yoshida 

doctrine, which Abe for all his reforms in the field of defence, had stuck to. 
On the domestic front, the Abe faction was the strongest in the LDP. It is now left leaderless. Whether or not his faction 

will remain as strong and consistent in its support of the government without the pull of a charismatic leader remains to be 

seen, so too whether or not Kishida will know how to navigate the political scene so as to become the compass Abe has 

been.  
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Information Security and Russian Influence Operations in the Baltic States:  

Media, Memory, and Minority * 
 

Ryo Nakai 
Associate Professor, Department of Political Science, The University of Kitakyushu 

 
*Essential parts of this paper were prepared and written before the beginning of the large-scale invasion of Ukraine by 

the Russian Federation on February 24, 2022. It should be noted that this is a text explaining the structural background 

of the situation and does not necessarily reflect the latest information. 
 

Abstract 

The Baltic States—Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania—are examples of states with advanced information 
security as they have experienced long and intense influence operations from the Russian Federation. 
Influence operations have been observed in conflicts over memory politics, the dissemination of fake 
news, and extensive bot and troll activities. To prevent influence operations from causing domestic 
divisions and eroding international cooperation, Baltic countries are working to implement measures 
including stronger regulations and the creation of new information spaces. 

 
Keywords: Information Security, Disinformation, Russia, Baltic States, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania 

 
1. Introduction 

The Baltic States (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania1) are replete with advanced examples of information security. Long 

before disinformation and influence operations by the Russian Federation became global topics,2  Baltic republics 

experienced and responded to them.3 SCL Group, the predecessor of Cambridge Analytica, which was at the center of the 

allegations of Russian election intervention in the 2016 United States presidential election, was among the earliest to 

undertake election intervention and public opinion operations in Latvia, where Russian influence operations today are 

thriving.4 The conflict between Estonia and Russia in 2007 is sometimes mentioned as the “world’s first cyber war.” 

The Baltic States joined the EU and NATO in 2004 and became part of the Western community in terms of political 

economy and security system. Previously they had de facto constituted (or been occupied by) the Soviet Union.5 Now, 

given their various tensions with the Russian Federation, they are on the front lines of a fracture in the international political 

order. In this context, the Cyber Defense Cooperation Center (CCD) in Estonia and Strategic Communications Center 

(StratCom) in Latvia are key to countering propaganda and disinformation.6 
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Although an influence operation, including disinformation with a political agenda, may not change public opinion or 

create new fractures within the receiving state, it may exacerbate existing divisions. The “powerful effect” or “hypodermic 

effect” theories, which claim that people’s judgement and public opinion are directly influenced by the media, have long 

been rejected as lacking a robust empirical basis. Rather, what has been proven is that there is an effect whereby 

information can influence an individual’s priority what social issues are important, or from what perspective certain issues 

should be viewed, known as the “priming” or “framing” effect.7 Information consistent with a recipient’s pre-existing 

political beliefs also has the effect of reinforcing those beliefs, known as “confirmation bias” or “motivated reasoning.”8 

Since public opinion tends not to desire military retaliation, even when those opinions are manipulated by disinformation 

from a third country,9 intervention in the cognitive domain through disinformation and fake news is a low-risk way to 

disrupt the domestic situation of the opponent. 

This paper outlines the experience of the Baltic States at the forefront of such conflicts in the cognitive domain and 

attempts to advance understanding of the issue through the presentation of specific cases. Influence operations are highly 

context-dependent, as they are fought through the issues and frames of reference that are used to perceive an event. 

Accordingly, Chapter 2 introduces the issues of confrontation and conflict between the Baltic States and Russia. Chapter 

3 explains specific influence operations, attempts to manipulate information, and bot activities conducted by the Russian 

Federation against the Baltic States. Chapter 4 examines the influence of the Baltic States on the Russian Federation and 

outlines the countermeasures taken by them. 

 
2. Contested Issues between the Baltic States and the Russian Federation 

The Russian Federation has attempted to exert influence on various issues with the Baltic States through numerous 

means including economic sanctions, political pressure, media intervention, and the penetration of academic networks.10 

The issues are diverse. Although the hard issues between the two countries such as border disputes and energy dependence 

have been prominent, they have reduced in their intensity. Rather, the Russian Federation’s soft or sharp power exercises 

have increased in scope and intensity, utilizing Russian speakers abroad and memory politics as leverage.11 For the current 

regime in the Russian Federation it is difficult to directly affect regime change or border changes in the Baltic States, 

particularly since all have become members of the European Union (EU) and NATO. The basis of its influence operations 

is said to be the formation, maintenance, and support of pro-Kremlin networks.12 By forming a pro-Russian network 

within the EU and NATO, the goal is to form a core of influence and weaken unity among the Western European countries. 

 
Border Disputes and Energy Dependencies 

 
Latvia and Estonia previously had border disputes with the Russian Federation. Both countries acquired territories 

under a cease-fire treaty during the War of Independence following World War I. After the annexation/occupation of 

Estonia and Latvia into the Soviet Union, these territories were returned to the Russian territory. The Estonian and Latvian 

governments renounced their territorial claims and signed border treaties in 2005 and 2007, respectively (Estonia and 

Russia failed to ratify the treaty and are in the process of renegotiating it).13  
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The Baltic States work on energy security issues as matters of national policy. They used to be heavily dependent on 

Russia for heat and electricity supplies (especially natural gas, in which they were fully dependent on Russia). This was 

spurred by the fact that Lithuania’s Ignalina nuclear power plant did not meet EU standards and had to be decommissioned. 

Their efforts, such as the expansion of LNG terminals, have borne fruit, and they are approaching complete independence 

from Russian gas. After the invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Lithuania achieved a total suspension of gas imports from 

Russia.14 The Baltic countries jointly funded the new Visaginas nuclear power plant project in Lithuania (in partnership 

with Japan’s Hitachi). However, this project was abandoned following an advisory referendum in 2012, resulting from the 

rapid rise of an anti-nuclear campaign.  

The main issue was the concern about the rising price of electricity, and some argued that it would be cheaper to buy 

electricity from Kaliningrad, where a plan to build a nuclear power plant is underway with the help of Russian capital. The 

suspension of the Visaginas nuclear power plant project meant prolonged energy dependence on Russia, and the anti-

nuclear movement was thought to be supported and influenced by Russia.15 This is the reason why the Latvian Minister 

of Defense (not the Minister of Economy nor the Minister of Foreign Affairs) wrote on a social networking site that “the 

Russian conspiracy has won” on the same day that the referendum results were announced.16 It is important to note that 

the Russian plan to build a nuclear power plant in Kaliningrad was canceled after it was confirmed that the Visaginas 

project had been aborted on the Baltic side.17 

 
Issues Regarding Russian-speaking Minorities in the Baltic 

 
In diplomatic matters with the Russian Federation, the Russian-speaking people issue within the Baltic States has been 

discussed in depth,18  including their legal status, language rights, and minority integration in their living country.19 

According to 2011 census data, Russian speakers account for 29.6% of the population in Estonia, 37.2% in Latvia, and 

7.2% in Lithuania.20 In particular, the governments of Estonia and Latvia did not automatically grant citizenship to many 

Russian-speaking inhabitants when they restored their independence. In the 1990s, the Council of Europe and the 

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) criticized this situation; Russia took advantage of the 

situation and used it as a political resource for its “humanitarian diplomacy.” 

Although the situation improved considerably by the time the Baltic countries acceded to the EU in 2004, informal 

discrimination remained. In this context, the Russian Federation established “Russkiy Mir” (Russian World) in 2007 with 

the aim of exerting influence over Russian speakers, developing a cultural sphere and preserving the community Russian-

speaking population abroad. Rhetorically Russia emphasized the protection of the Russian-speaking population as its 

primary rationale for conflict with Ukraine in 2014. Following this event, the international community closely monitored 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania out of concern that the Russian Federation would use the same rhetoric (and “intervention”) to 

target the Baltic republics. 

The international community’s reaction was somewhat excessive. Immediately after the Ukrainian conflict in 2014, 

several news and columns claimed the Baltic countries, with a large Russian-speaking population, will be the next target. 
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On the other hand, most researchers familiar with the local situation were skeptical of the “Baltics are next” argument 

based solely on the fact that Ukraine and the Baltic countries have large Russian-speaking populations. The situation in 

each of these countries is very different.21 The sense of national belonging among Russian-speaking residents of the Baltic 

countries is best described as localized, especially among the younger generation; they perceive the Russian Federation as 

a foreign country.22 Economic standards are higher in the Baltic countries. Russian-speaking residents, especially along 

the border, are also keenly aware that they are better off than those living in Russia, albeit with some political restrictions.23 

The willingness to defend one’s own country does not differ between Russian-speaking and non-Russian-speaking 

inhabitants.24 

On the contrary, a large gap exists between Baltic and Russian speakers regarding the perception of the Russian 

Federation as a security threat. The perception of the Russian Federation as a security threat has varied widely among 

ethnic groups since the restoration of independence (Figure 1). Such perception gap has not changed much since the 

Ukrainian conflict in 2014.25 That is why issues over domestic integration policies and conflicts over the issue of historical 

recognition, which will be discussed later, could easily be associated with security issues, as opinions are greatly divided 

between Russian speakers and local Baltic residents. Division in domestic and international opinion on these issues could 

lead to influence operations and intervention from the Russian Federation. Such intervention could result in the 

“misunderstanding” about the Baltic countries in Western countries. Therefore, Baltic government officials (especially 

Estonia and Latvia, which have many Russian-speaking residents) are particularly sensitive to these issues. 

 
Figure 1. Baltic Countries’ Perception of Russian Threat Based on Language Spoken 

Question: Do you think any of these pose a real threat to peace and security in his society? Russia. (N=3119) 

 
Source: Prepared by the author based on New Baltic Barometer 2004 
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The primary diplomatic goal of the Baltic States is to prevent aggression from Russia in advance. Every possible 

diplomatic effort is directed toward this goal. Baltic diplomatic and defense officials have always maintained and expressed 

that aggression from the Russia Federation is not improbable. At the same time, they have concerns about discourse 

declaring the “Baltic States as the next target of invasion.” Such discussion, linked to the domestic Russian-speaking 

population issue, would divide domestic public opinion and, in turn, endanger the unity of opinion within NATO countries.  

When the BBC produced the 2016 fictional drama, “World War 3: Inside the War Room,” and scripted “the Russian-

speaking population of Latgale in eastern Latvia rose up to demand incorporation into the Russian Federation, leading to 

a state of war between the United States, Britain, and Russia,” Baltic government officials and StratCom authorities 

expressed concern and criticized the BBC.26  This kind of discourse can be used by the Russian side. In fact, a self-

proclaimed “think tank” that issued an analytical report on the threat of Russian intervention in the Baltic countries under 

the guise of protecting Russian-speaking residents was in fact a fake think tank created by the Russian side.27 These 

underscored the concerns of Baltic authorities who understand that this discourse could be used by Russia to measure and 

exploit domestic and intra-regional divisions in their countries, at worst, providing justification for a Russian intervention. 

 
The Politics of Memory and History 

 
The issue of memory politics between the Baltic States and the Russian Federation have appeared across the cyber 

domain. The two main conflicting topics between the Baltic States and the Russian Federation are the May 9 Victory Day 

against Germany, and the issue of Nazi collaborators. The discourse of “de-Nazification” used by the Russian Federation 

to justify its invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has, in fact, long been projected against the Baltic States (especially Estonia and 

Latvia). 

It is well known that the Russian Federation has, in recent years, highlighted the victories (and sacrifices) of its “Great 

Patriotic War” as one of its unifying national discourses; in this respect May 9 Victory Day is an important anniversary.28 

For the majority of views across the Baltic States, however, regard May 9 not as a holiday, but rather as a day of cursed 

memory since it marks the resumption of the Soviet occupation of the Baltic States. Government officials of the Baltic 

States tend to commemorate the end of the war on May 8, as in Western Europe (and May 9 is treated as a “European 

Day”). Nevertheless, May 9 is sometimes celebrated in the Baltic States, especially by Russian-speaking populations 

(mainly in Estonia and Latvia). It has also become a day of political mobilization for some pro-Russian minority parties.29 

Some of these participants had family who lost their lives in the war against Germany, so for them there is certainly an 

emotional need to honor their achievements. May 9 is a time when the division of memory in these countries becomes 

pronounced. 

What’s more, memory issues have become a cause of cyber war between Estonia and Russia. Initially it was triggered 

by a mass movement of (allegedly) young residents who were protesting against the relocation of a statue of a Red Army 

soldier in the center of Tallinn. This protest escalated to a small riot and was forcefully suppressed by police.30 Ultimately 

this was a conflict between the historical views of the Red Army soldier statue, and whether it is “a symbol of a hero who 

fought against the Nazis” or “a symbol of the reoccupation of Estonia under the guise of ‘liberation’ by the Soviet Union.” 
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The Russian Federation and some Russian-speaking residents criticized the Estonian government’s action. The issue of 

memory can be directly related to the issue of security. 

As a corollary to these memory issues, there is a movement countering the anti-Soviet sentiment, especially in parts of 

Estonia and Latvia, to commemorate the local units that collaborated with Nazi Germany. During the German-Soviet war 

during World War II, Nazi Germany established Schutzstaffel (SS) units in the Baltic region, which were comprised of 

locals, who had fought against the Soviet Union. While the interpretation to see these collaborators as victims of 

totalitarianism of communism (Soviet Union) and fascism (Nazis Germany) is somewhat mainstream, the Russian 

Federation has long criticized them (and the commemoration for them) for being Nazis. Occasionally the Western media, 

in Germany and France, will take a similar stance. Past disputes have erupted over a statue of SS troops in Lihula, Estonia, 

as well as a monument to SS POWs built by Latvian volunteers in Belgium.31 In particular, March 16 in Latvia is a day 

of annual tension in Russian-Latvian relations when a parade is held in the center of the capital to commemorate the SS 

POW unit. 

  
3. Russian Federation’s Influence Operations in the Baltic States 
Amid these political disputes and conflicts, the Russian Federation has been attempting to influence public opinion 
in the Baltic States, both explicitly and implicitly. They do so through collaboration with political parties, targeting 
the media in influence operations, and conducting trolling and bot activities on social media. 
 

Official Cooperation with Political Parties 
 

The official practice for Russia has been to establish direct cooperation in the domestic political process. United Russia, 

the ruling party of the Russian Federation, established official cooperation with the Centre Party (Keskerakond) in Estonia 

in 2004 and with the Harmony (Saskaņa) in Latvia. Both the Centre Party and the Harmony have strong support from the 

Russian-speaking population because they were active in defending the rights of the Russian-speaking population. They 

often seized power in local governments in capital cities where many Russian-speaking people lived. In Lithuania, the 

Polish minority party, the Polish People’s Electoral Movement (LLRA), has established cooperative relations with United 

Russia. 

It is not clear to what extent these cooperative relations have been successful in terms of their intended use of influence. 

Neither the Centre Party nor the Harmony were able to assume power at national-level politics, as their cooperation with 

the United Russia parties was considered problematic in domestic politics and excluded from the coalitions. The Centre 

Party finally returned to central politics in 2016 after the defeat of its long-time executive leader, the Edgar Savisaar faction, 

in an intra-party competition; this resulted in its cooperation with United Russia becoming virtually dormant.32  The 

Harmony also dissolved its cooperation with United Russia in 2017, but its leadership, led by Nils Ušakovs and Jānis 

Urbanovičs, has not changed significantly. Other Latvian political parties do not allow coalition cooperation with the 

Harmony. The Lithuania’s LLRA has succeeded in entering the coalition, but its influence is very small because it is an 

extremely small party by nature. 
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An important figure is Tatjana Ždanoka, a Latvian member of the European Parliament. Tatjana Ždanoka is a member 
of the “Union of Latvian Russians (LKS),” the most extreme pro-Russian force in Latvia.33 She has had a long 
political career since the restoration of independence in the 1990s and has been a member of the European Parliament 
since Latvia’s accession to the EU. It is an open secret that her party LKS has been receiving financial support from 
the Russian Federation behind the scenes, and that she has been acting as an agent to express support for the Russian 
Federation’s position in the European Parliament.34  
 

Influence Operations through the Media 
 

The Russian Federation has asserted extensive intervention and control over the information space. Using the media, 

which forms the basis for shaping public opinion, the Russian Federation has attempted to indirectly influence the Baltic 

countries’ relations with Russia by disseminating information favorable to the Russian side. For some time, the Russian 

Federation has frequently disseminated information (as many sovereign nations do) in line with its own position on issues 

of historical awareness and Russian-speaking populations. What has become increasingly common in recent years are 

attempts to disseminate information through the media aiming to upset the relationship between the Baltic States and 

Western Europe and North America. This is sometimes done through the creation of fake news, by covering up its 

management bodies. 

To give an example, in 2017, news of US President Trump’s decision to end funding to the Baltic States was 
published on the local news site “Rubaltic.” The US State Department described the Baltic States as “parasites,” 
which made Baltic readers feel disappointed in the United States. President Trump’s decision, its representation and 
the background information on the funding had been fabricated.35 This fake news and the reaction of disappointment 
toward the US were reported across a large number of media outlets within a few days, and even after the sources of 
this information disappeared, disseminated of this news has not disappeared. This is just one example of an attempt 
to discredit the trust between the Baltic States and the US. 

These websites are generally run by news NGOs, and their funding often comes from “human rights NGOs” or 
“international exchange organizations.” This makes them appear to be run by neutral organizations. However, the 
“self-proclaimed” NGOs that support these news organizations sometimes include the Russkiy Mir Foundation, 
which forms the basis of the Russian Federation’s soft power strategy. In addition, the news NGOs conduct their 
interviews through introductions from various “organizations” and “informants,” who are also funded by the Russkiy 
Mir Foundation and other foundations. In other words, the people involved in the dissemination of fake news, their 
sources of support, and their interviewees are all operating under the influence of organizations whose purpose is to 
reflect the wishes of the Russian government. The news outlets produced by these networks are quoted and referred 
to in the international media as information “from local news sites.” This influences readers’ perceptions (mainly in 
Western countries) of the Baltic States. 
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Another news site, Baltnews, is a more roundabout example. This news site within the Baltic States is ostensibly run 

by a local team but owned by a Dutch company. However, this Dutch company is controlled in terms of shares by a Russian 

company called Media Kapital. Media Kapital is also controlled by Moscovskiye Novosti, whose largest shareholder is 

RIA Novosti, a Russian state-owned news agency. In a nutshell, through double and triple circumvention Russian state-

run news agencies disseminate information in the Baltic region in the name of local companies.36 The editor-in-chief of 

the Estonian edition of Baltnews secretly met with the head of the Institute of the Eurasian Economic Union, a Russian 

propaganda agency, and was later arrested (it should be noted that the arrest was due to tax evasion charges).37 

Similar structures exist beyond online media, including in the broadcasting industry. The Baltic Media Alliance (BMA), 

a UK-based company with broadcasting rights for Russian-language programs in the Baltic States, was under the influence 

of Moscow, made apparent through their capital ties.38 Since BMA had the rights and facilities to distribute its influential 

and popular Russian-language channels in the Baltic region, the focus is now on how to regulate (or even stop) its activities 

in the Baltic region, as will be discussed later section. 

It should be highlighted that not all such fake news affecting the Baltic region is related to Russian activities. Some of 

it is domestically motivated mainly for financial reasons.39 Further, concluding that all fake news industries are a “Russian 

conspiracy” is also a shortsighted view. 

 
Trolling and Bot Activities on SNS 

 
The spread of (fake) news about the Baltic States across the Internet is also linked to bot and trolling activities. Internet 

influence operations using trolls and bot, such as on social networking sites, are deployed in an attempt to influence public 

opinion. In 2016, Sputnik opened their Baltic online platform.40 It was also during this period that so-called trolling farms 

began targeting the Baltic countries.41 

The reality of these automated bots has been much studied by NATO, mainly by StratCom. The bot activity is identified 

by the following factors of their posting activity: non-responsiveness (bots do not reply to comments from third parties), 

repetition, duplication of text (bots make copy posts), and concentration of comments on political articles. Based on these 

criteria, from March to August 2017 StratCom conducted a comprehensive review of all tweets on Twitter that contained 

the word “NATO” and either “Estonia,” “Latvia,” “Lithuania,” or “Poland.” They found that 84% of Russian tweets and 

46% of English tweets were found to have been posted by a bot.42 This ratio of bot activities was particularly high for 

those mentioning Estonia and Latvia, with 87% of posts about Estonia and 85% of posts about Latvia actually made by a 

bot. The contents of the bot posts were critical of these countries’ cooperation with NATO, fabricating the impression that 

public opinion was against NATO cooperation on social networking sites. The volume has varied, with a 2015 StratCom 

survey showing that of 200,000 targeted tweets, approximately 20,000 (or 10%) were attributed to bots or trolls.43 The 

2021 survey showed similar figures (19% of tweets in Russian and 6% of tweets in English).44 

The prominence of these bot activities in 2017 was the result of an artificial campaign, which was analyzed as being 

deployed in conjunction with the timing of NATO’s large-scale military exercises.45 This indicates that the bot activities 

are able to fill the majority of international political commentary on the social networking service (SNS) platform. Even 
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if the large amounts of commentaries do not directly change people’s opinions, they can distort their perception of what is 

the majority opinion on the SNS. 

Bot activities are not only intended to measure domestic divisions within the Baltic States, but also to discredit the 

NATO presence and foster anti-NATO sentiment. One example is fake news about NATO soldiers committing rape in 

Lithuania.46 There are also online signature campaigns (hashtag activity) criticizing the desecration of NATO soldiers.47 

It’s ironic that the political participation of righteously indignant people was, in fact, the result of Russian intelligence 

intervention. 

StratCom is concerned about the further diversification of disinformation measures more than bot activities. The use 

of deep fakes is spreading beyond simple message repetition.48 During April 21-24, 2020, many Lithuanians observed a 

complex fake campaign that combined a fake online article claiming that “NATO will withdraw from Lithuania in response 

to Covid-19,” a fake letter to ministries and media outlets in the name of NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg, and 

the simultaneous appearance of commentary videos on multiple YouTube accounts under local names. Some major 

Western media outlets were deceived by these videos and reported them as fact.49  Various attempts at influencing 

operations in the Baltic region through multiple information technologies are likely to continue, strengthen, and diversify 

in the future. 

 
4. The Impact on the Baltic States 

 
Assessment of the Impact on Public Opinion 

 
To what extent do influence operations from the Russian Federation in the Baltic States impact public opinion? NATO 

StratCom, which specializes in information security, has published a report that considers the effect to be limited.50 As for 

terrestrial broadcasting, it has been pointed out that the consumption of Russian-language media by Russian-speaking 

residents of the Baltic countries is almost exclusively limited to entertainment.51 As noted at the beginning of this paper, 

the effects of media information impacting public opinion are highly contextual and limited. 

On the other hand, it has often been noted that Russian speakers in the Baltic countries are more vulnerable to 

information intervention from the Russian Federation.52  The aforementioned StratCom report points out that Russian 

speakers’ trust in Russian official media is somewhat higher than Baltic residents.53 In addition, they are more receptive 

to alternative historical perceptions that affirm their own lives, given the instability of their domestic position.54 According 

to an academic study conducted for the Ukrainian 2014 elections, exposure to Russia’s broadcasting had the effect of 

increasing votes for pro-Russian parties.55 While we should not be overly awed by this influence, we should not dismiss 

it as insignificant. 

A previous StratCom survey found that some correlations were found between the use of various Russian-language 

media outlets and opinions on various policy topics, while others were not.56 One survey conducted in Latvia in October 

2014 after the Ukrainian conflict noted that the frequency of Russian-language newspaper subscriptions had no statistically 

significant impact on subscribers’ understanding of the Ukrainian conflict, while Russian-language SNS (VKontakte and 
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Odnoklassniki) users were. This effect was also present when the respondents were limited to Latvian speakers only (Figure 

2). This effect was also observed after controlling the effects of respondents’ basic attributes, (i.e., mother tongue, education, 

income, supporting party, etc.)57 Differences in attitudes toward the Ukrainian conflict are defined by whether they use 

Russian-language SNS or not.58 

 
Figure 2. Russian SNS Use and Security Perceptions in Latvia after the Ukrainian Conflict in 2014 

 
Source: Nakai, Ryo. 2020. “Latvia’s Political Survey 2014,” https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/28420, Harvard Dataverse, V2. 

Baltic Governments’ Countermeasures in the Discursive Space 
 

Media regulation 
The Baltic countries are also taking measures to counter Russian disinformation and propaganda. One domestic policy 

is to suspend or cease operations of broadcasters (or operators) that are deemed to be disseminating extremely pro-Russian 

content.59 While considering the dangers of imposing certain restrictions on the free flow of information within the country, 

each of the Baltic countries has sought to make this possible. 

In the first case of administrative action, Lithuanian authorities imposed a domestic suspension on the Swedish-based 

Russian-language broadcaster RTR Planeta in 2015.60 In 2019-20, in Latvia and then again in Lithuania, RT, the Russian 

national broadcaster, and BMA, the broadcasting rights holder of the major PBK channel (see above), were suspended. 

Around the same time, Estonia also banned the entry of pro-Russian Western journalists. While BMA took measures to 

avoid sanctions by establishing local subsidiaries in the Baltic countries and appointing different representatives, the 

authorities in the Baltic countries also responded with severe fines, taking advantage of various regulations. In Lithuania, 

it moved to the EU court of justice (the Lithuania side won in general).61 In Estonia, two cable stations decided to suspend 

Russian-language channels on February 22, 2022, just before the start of the invasion of Ukraine.62 
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Of course, a keystone of liberal democracies is promoting free sources of information and alternative media. The 

restrictions on them need to be handled with extreme caution. Both in the response to the Lithuanian authorities in 2015 

and in a series of restrictive measures starting around 2019, the public and experts have opposed them as restrictions on 

freedom.63 OSCE expressed concern to the Latvian government when Latvia shut down Russia’s website without judicial 

oversight.64 Reporters Without Borders has issued a critical opinion,65 pointing out that the Baltic authorities are abusing 

the sanctions against the Russian oligarchy adopted by the EU, interpreting them in an expansive way. While they try 

respond to the disinformation originating from Russia, they must also uphold freedom and the rule of law, placing them in 

a situation of repeated difficult decisions. Their call for a pan-European regulation of the Russian media could be treated 

as one of their strategic responses.66 

 
Historical awareness and social integration 
 

In counter to the Russian Federation’s influence operation the Baltic governments have long been engaged in public 

diplomacy activities, in which they enthusiastically express their positions on their own historical perceptions to the outside 

world. The degree to which these activities have been deployed has been determined through a process of trial and error. 

The pursuit of anti-Russian sentiments has, in some respects, risked hindering the social integration of the Russian-

speaking population. In Estonia, as mentioned earlier, the politics of memory over the recognition of World War II led to 

domestic riots and cyber warfare with Russia. In Latvia, the 2008 film “Soviet Story,”67 which was used by the right-wing 

UEN group in the European Parliament to accuse Russian Federation, not only became a diplomatic issue with the Russian 

Federation, but also hindered domestic integration. Such content has had the effect of encouraging a conflict of historical 

views and open dialogue, especially on social networking sites,68 but one summarizes that “Due to its very emotional 

focus on the Latvian victims only, Latvian history politics failed to integrate the Russian speaking population of Latvia.”69 

Given these circumstances, the state-run broadcasters in Estonia and Latvia have begun to produce their own Russian-

language programs. They actively develop strategic communication in line with their own perceptions to cultivate local 

identity among the Russian-speaking population in the country,70 and to “protect the information space.”71 Those attempts 

are beginning to show success in fostering national cohesion.72  

In other words, recent public relations efforts to counter Russian perceptions of history continue in ways that do not 

greatly divide the country. Through this process, inter-state cooperation has been observed.73 For example, the recent 

attempt to ban the display of the Georgian ribbon, a symbol of Russian patriotism, may be part of this effort (it was 

legislated in Ukraine in 2017.)74  As another efforts, since the middle of 2010s, embassies and diplomats deployed 

campaign protesting the media’s use of the term “former Soviet Union (ex-Soviet).”75 

It is not clear from public information whether the authorities in the Baltic States are conducting influence operations 

or propaganda using bot and troll activities to counter Russia. On SNS platforms, there are some accounts expressing 

radical anti-Russian rhetoric, but they are likely authentic. Volunteers such as the “Elves,” an online group based in 

Lithuania, detect and respond to fake-news and bot activities.76 

 

15



12 
 

5. Conclusion 
The Baltic States have long-standing diplomatic tensions with the Russian Federation. As NATO and EU member 

states, they are in a strategic position in international politics, directly bordering the Russian Federation. Therefore, they 

are regarded as a frontline for various influence operations, both covert and overt; on a regional level as a source of fissures 

within NATO and the EU, and nationally as targets for widening domestic divisions within the Baltic States. The Russian 

Federation’s influence operations against the Baltic States have “centered on its own interpretation Soviet history, smearing 

Baltic governments and societies as fascists and Nazis, and creating propaganda about alleged abuse of the Russian 

minorities,”77 utilizing soft issues as leverage in domestic disagreements. NATO and the Baltic governments have taken 

countermeasures from time to time, but the situation has varied. 

In the short term, it is unlikely that the Baltic States will be the target of a change in the status quo using military force, 

given that the countries are members of NATO and the EU (ground forces of NATO members have been deployed there 

since 2014). There have been simulations of a military intervention (the RAND report is a well-known example),78 and 

discussions on how to defend the Suwalki Gap since the Baltic States would lose their land connections to the NATO bloc 

if it were seized. Long-term deterrence of attempts to change the status quo by force against the Baltic States depends, in 

the first instance, on not creating forces within the country that would welcome Russian intervention.  

A variety of measures have been developed to deal with the various influence tactics that have been used to foment 

division within the country. Even more important is that the Western free nations of NATO maintain their will to provide 

defense to the Baltic States. This depends on the political resolve of the member states, and importantly on public opinion 

in member states, since this is the source of political will in democracies. Forces that do not like the current situation will 

have the incentive to discourage this political will in several ways such as spreading discourse in Western countries along 

the lines of “there is no moral reason to provide a defense to the Baltic States,” and “the Baltic States have no choice but 

to intervene.” Public opinion needs to be vigilant against such movements and rhetoric. 

In practice, influence operations and strategic communications from the Russian Federation with the above-mentioned 

objectives have been, are being, and probably will be carried out in the future, necessitating counterbalancing activities on 

the part of the Baltic States. As of this writing in May 2022, influence operations via political parties (LKS), the polarization 

of media coverage and public opinion, and SNS activities aimed at international public opinion have begun to develop in 

Latvia over the ruling party’s plans to remove the Victory Monument.  

The Baltic republics are also in a period of trial and error, depending on the country and the time period, as to whether 

to counter, contain, or rebut such influence operations and what means to use. The Baltic States, Estonia, Latvia, and 

Lithuania, which have long been in rivalry with Russia, have diverse experiences in this process of trial and error. The 

Baltic countries’ experiences have their own contexts, and not all of them can be easily applied to other countries, but they 

are full of precedents. The Baltic experience, which has been attracting international attention in an unfortunate way since 

the end of February 2022, is not just a matter of diplomatic strategy toward the Russian Federation but also of experience 

in dealing with information security in general. 
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Abstract 

In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, China has developed a complex legal framework and an extensive 
operational infrastructure to combat terrorism. Recognizing the linkages between internal and external 
security threats, Beijing has also increased counter-terrorism cooperation with its neighbors. Regarding 
long-term strategic objectives, the Chinese government places emphasis on the eradication of internal 
(Xinjiang) and external (the Af-Pak region) terror hotbeds through economic development. 
Concurrently, China acknowledges that it is a stable security environment that provides the most 
favourable conditions for sustainable economic growth, hence the salience of counter-terrorism 
cooperation. The overall aim of this study is to examine China’s evolving security footprint in GCA in 
relation to counter-terrorism with a particular focus on Afghanistan. The paper follows a case-study 
design, with in-depth analysis of the following security mechanisms: 1) the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization’s (SCO) Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) and the SCO-Afghanistan Contact 
Group (SCO-ACG), 2) the Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism (QCCM), 3) the 
Sino-Russian strategic partnership, and 4) Sino-Afghan security cooperation. The paper concludes 
with a discussion about security challenges China faces in connection to the Taliban’s 2021 takeover 
of Afghanistan and Beijing’s efforts to adjust to a new geostrategic reality.  

Keywords: Security Cooperation, Counter-terrorism, SCO-RATS, Sino-Afghan Relations, Taliban 

1. Introduction 
The chaotic US withdrawal from Afghanistan resulted in the collapse of the Ghani administration and the Taliban’s 

return to power. On August 19, 2021, the Taliban officially declared the restoration of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan 

and subsequently named a new government. Nine days after the Taliban’s takeover, US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin 
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told Congress that the Afghan army’s sudden collapse caught the Pentagon “by surprise.”2 But the Pentagon was not alone 

as Afghanistan’s neighbors also scrambled to address the Taliban surge.  

On September 8, 2021, China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi attended (via video link) the 1st Foreign Ministers’ Meeting 

on the Afghan Issue Among the Neighboring Countries of Afghanistan. In the Joint Statement issued at the conclusion of 

the meeting, the foreign ministers of Pakistan, China, Iran, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan recognized that “the 

changes undergone in Afghanistan prove yet again that there is no military solution to this issue, and [emphasized] the 

importance of an inclusive political structure in Afghanistan with participation of all ethnic groups.” The ministers also 

reiterated that “terrorist organizations, such as ISIS, Al-Qaeda, ETIM, TTP, BLA, Jondollah and others should not be 

allowed to maintain a foothold on Afghanistan’s territory.”3 On the same day, Wang announced that China would begin 

offering at least $31 million in emergency aid to Afghanistan, including coronavirus vaccines, grain, winter supplies, and 

medicines.4   

Meanwhile, Taliban spokesperson Zabiullah Mujahid signaled the Taliban’s desire to join the China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor (CPEC). Given the Taliban’s limited investor choices, it seemed like a logical move. Soon after, Pakistan’s Interior 

Minister Sheikh Rasheed Ahmad supported the extension of the CPEC stressing the need to promote regional connectivity.5 

During his visit to Kabul in March 2022, Wang reiterated that China was willing to promote the extension of the CPEC to 

Afghanistan, making the country a bridge for regional connectivity.6 To date, however, these words have not been followed 

by action. 

The above developments provide insight into China’s expectations toward the Taliban government. First and foremost, 

China expects the Taliban to stop the spread of Islamist militancy (including the East Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM)) 

which threatens Xinjiang’s stability and jeopardizes Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) projects in the region. In other words, 

China seeks assurances that the Taliban will not allow any anti-China Islamist groups to operate under their rule. Second, 

China favors an inclusive coalition government in Afghanistan that is open to ethnic and religious minorities. Third, 

although China does not recognize the Taliban government, it continues to provide emergency aid to Afghanistan, keeps 

its Kabul embassy open, and engages in talks on the CPEC extension. It is clear, however, that China will not make any 

substantial moves until it is confident of political and security conditions. 

China’s post-9/11 counter-terrorism strategy places particular emphasis on eradication of internal (Xinjiang) and 

external (the Af-Pak region) “terror-breeding hotbeds” through economic development.7 In the Chinese view, there are 

linkages between the emergence of violent extremism and conditions of economic deprivation, bad governance, and 

prolonged conflicts. Therefore, poverty eradication, livelihood enhancement, and sustainable growth are promoted as 

strategic goals. Following this line of reasoning, the broad goal of the China-Central Asia-West Asia Economic Corridor 

(CCAWAEC) and the CPEC is to contribute to the economic development and stability of GCA countries, which in turn 

shall prevent the growth of Islamist terrorism and radicalization.8 At the same time, China acknowledges that a stable 

security environment provides the most favourable conditions for sustainable economic growth, hence the salience of 

counter-terrorism cooperation.  

Existing literature on Sino-Afghan security relations can best be classified under three headings: 1) the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO), 2) the “Pakistan factor,” and 3) the “War on Terror.” The first group of studies analyzes 
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Sino-Afghan security relations in the context of the SCO’s efforts to maintain regional stability and combat terrorism and 

drug-trafficking, as well as the SCO’s engagement with Afghanistan.9 The “Pakistan factor” literature, on the other hand, 

examines China and Pakistan’s key interests in Afghanistan and their strategic cooperation to pursue them. It also shows 

how Pakistan’s army, through its sponsorship of the Taliban and other militants, possesses a unique capacity to influence 

how these groups behave toward China.10 The third group of texts discusses the broader strategic context in which Chinese 

counter-terrorism policy operates, its links to the US “Global War on Terror,” as well as the growing trend of overseas 

terrorist attacks against Chinese nationals in the GCA region.11  

In contrast to the above academic literature, this study offers a comprehensive analysis of China’s regional counter-

terrorism strategy at every level of engagement. The overall aim of this study is to examine China’s evolving security 

footprint in GCA in relation to counter-terrorism with a particular focus on Afghanistan. The paper follows a case-study 

design, with in-depth analysis of the following security mechanisms: 1) the SCO’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure 

(RATS) and the SCO-Afghanistan Contact Group (SCO-ACG), 2) the Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordination 

Mechanism (QCCM), 3) the Sino-Russian strategic partnership, and 4) the Sino-Afghan security cooperation. The paper 

concludes with a discussion about security challenges China faces in connection to the Taliban’s return to power in 

Afghanistan and Beijing’s efforts to adjust to a new geostrategic reality. 

 

2. Developing Regional Counter-terrorism Cooperation: The SCO and Afghanistan 
In contrast to its Western counterparts, China perceives terrorism as one of the “three evils” (三股势力) together with 

separatism and religious extremism - a three-headed hydra that threatens the country’s national security and regional 

stability. Therefore, the rhetoric of combating the “three evils” has not only dominated China’s domestic counter-terrorism 

discourse, but also become a foundational concept for China’s regional security strategy in Central Asia following the 

establishment of the SCO in 2001.12 

While there is little doubt that the SCO is China’s main multilateral tool to maintain stability in the region, the 

organization’s security structures are nascent and lack capacity to provide an effective collective response to regional 

security challenges. The Regional Anti-Terrorism Structure (RATS), however, has been relatively successful in 

coordinating national counter-terrorism activities and intelligence sharing among SCO members. Established in 2004, 

RATS is a permanent entity of the SCO with headquarters in Tashkent. Under the framework of the Shanghai Convention 

on Combating Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism (2001), and the SCO Convention on Counter-terrorism (2009), RATS 

has been active in the following five spheres: 1) information sharing, 2) information integration and production (the 

creation of RATS Terrorist Database), 3) joint counter-terrorism exercises, 4) cooperation in criminal matters (including 

extradition mechanisms), and 5) cooperation with other IOs to combat terrorism.13 

Under the first Taliban regime (1996-2001), Afghanistan was a safe haven for Central Asian and Uyghur Islamist 

militants, including the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) and the ETIM. In the wake of US-led invasion of 

Afghanistan, the fighters from these militant groups fled to Pakistan’s Tribal Areas where they blended with militants from 

other groups and ultimately became dependent on Al-Qaida.14 Throughout 2014, a dozen or so militant groups around the 

Islamic world pledged allegiance to ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi (1971-2019). Among them were Afghan and 
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Pakistani commanders who rejected the Taliban movement under Mullah Omar for being too moderate.15 In November 

2014, al-Baghdadi created a series of wilāya (governorate) in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Yemen, Algeria, and Libya and 

appointed their wāli (governor).16 Two months later, in January 2015, ISIS issued a statement announcing the creation of 

the wilāya Khurāsān (which refers to a historical region comprising eastern Iran, Afghanistan, and western Pakistan) and 

the appointment of the former Taliban commander Hafiz Saeed Khan as its wāli.17 In sum, there is no denying that Al-

Qaida, ISIS-Khurāsān (ISIS-K), and allied militant groups remain present in Afghanistan. Although this has been rejected 

by the Taliban as “baseless propaganda”, the ISIS-K suicide attack on Kabul Airport last August and the US drone killing 

of an Al-Qaida leader in Kabul this August seem to prove otherwise. Lastly, along with the Islamist terrorist threat that 

emanates from the Af-Pak region, the SCO needs to address organized crime and drug trafficking, a main source of funding 

for insurgency and terrorist attacks in the GCA region.18  

The June 2011 announcement of the NATO plan to complete the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan by the end of 

2014 revived the discussion on SCO membership expansion. The 2014 SCO Dushanbe Summit approved the legal 

documents on the admission of new members, paving the way for the SCO’s expansion.19 In 2017, India and Pakistan 

were officially admitted to the SCO, while Iran’s bid to become a full member was approved in 2021. Some scholars point 

out that since India and Pakistan became members, the SCO has witnessed more disagreements and disputes on its security 

agenda due to the enmity between the two states.20 The Chinese government, however, still seems to harbor hope that with 

all (bar neutral Turkmenistan) Afghan neighbors becoming full members and with India on board, the organization will 

finally be able to present a unified vision of how to solve the Afghanistan conundrum. 

Throughout the years, it was China who was pushing for the SCO’s engagement with Afghanistan. In 2005, Beijing 

supported the establishment of the SCO-Afghanistan Contact Group (SCO-ACG), preparing the groundwork for closer 

security cooperation between Afghanistan and the organization. However, contrary to widespread expectations, the Obama 

administration did not quickly pull out from Afghanistan, but instead launched the “Af-Pak strategy,” refocusing on 

Pakistan’s role as a sanctuary for the Afghan Taliban and Al-Qaida, increasing US forces in Afghanistan, and moving 

forward with the New Silk Road initiative. As a result, the SCO-ACG’s activities ground to a halt.  

During the 2012 SCO Beijing Summit, Afghanistan was granted the status of observer, while in 2015 the country signed 

a protocol on counter-terrorism with the SCO-RATS. Furthermore, during the 2015 SCO Ufa Summit, the SCO announced 

the formation of the so-called “6+6+6” consultative framework consisting of the organization’s six members, six observers, 

and six dialogue partners.21  In 2017, in line with the Afghan government’s newly coined policy of “multi-alignment 

neutrality,” Afghanistan requested full membership in the SCO.22 In response to the Afghan government’s move, at the 

2017 SCO Shanghai Summit, President Xi proposed the resumption of the SCO-ACG to facilitate peace and stability in 

Afghanistan. Since then, the Contact Group has been meeting annually.23  

During the 3rd Meeting of the SCO-ACG held in Bishkek in April 2019, a Roadmap for Enhanced Cooperation - the 

first step toward full SCO membership - was signed. In another development, during the 4th Meeting of the Group held in 

Dushanbe in July 2021, Uzbekistan proposed a Plan of Practical Measures to Promote the Socioeconomic Restoration of 

Afghanistan, moving the socio-economic development of Afghanistan to the top of the agenda. Regrettably, in the wake 

of the Taliban’s takeover, the SCO’s collective vision for security, stability, and the socio-economic development of 
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Afghanistan seems to have disappeared. Originally, Afghanistan’s full membership in the SCO was supposed to reduce 

security threats to the GCA region, enhance counter-terrorism cooperation, and help address the power vacuum left after 

the US withdrawal. Instead, with the Taliban back in power, the region is back to square one, teetering on the abyss and 

scrambling to stave off a humanitarian crisis and economic collapse. 

 

3. Stabilizing China’s Western Border: The Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism 
In addition to the SCO-RATS, China initiated the Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism (QCCM), a 

counter-terrorism minilateral cooperation framework composed of Afghanistan, China, Pakistan, and Tajikistan. According 

to China’s 2019 Defense White Paper, the QCCM was created to provide “coordination and mutual support in situation 

evaluation, evidence verification, intelligence sharing, capacity building, and training.”24 In August 2016, the chiefs of 

staff met for the first time in Urumqi to announce the formation of the mechanism and subsequently observe a Chinese 

military exercise at Korla.25 During the 2nd meeting held in Dushanbe in August 2017, two agreements were signed: the 

Agreement on Quadrilateral Counter-Terrorism Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism, and the Protocol on 

Quadrilateral Counter-terrorism Information Coordination Centre, taking the initial step toward the institutionalization 

of the initiative.26 
The QCCM is noteworthy for three reasons. First, it is a component of China’s new regional security framework (the 

so-called “New Asian Security Concept” 亚洲新安全观). This framework seeks to further China’s strategic interests 

across Asia by knitting together security organizations, mechanisms, and partnerships devoid of Washington’s influence. 

Second, it is a part of a larger drive to institutionalize China’s global military footprint. Thus, it cannot be ruled out that, 

at some point in the future, China will officially dispatch its military or paramilitary personnel on an overseas counter-

terrorism mission under the QCCM framework.27 Third, the QCCM marks the first time the People’s Liberation Army 

(PLA) has taken a leadership role in building a multilateral cooperation framework.28  

Following the withdrawal of a majority of NATO forces from Afghanistan in 2014, China has sought to build a “security 

barrier” (安全屏障) in Tajikistan to prevent terrorist and extremist groups from heading north into Central Asia and 

Xinjiang.29 To this end, the QCCM has facilitated security cooperation with Tajikistan. In October 2016, Tajikistan and 

China signed a government-to-government agreement on the construction of a number of frontier posts along Tajikistan’s 

common border with Afghanistan.30 Also since 2016, Chinese troops (most likely the People’s Armed Police (PAP) in 

charge of counter-terrorism efforts) have been posted in the vicinity of Shaymak in Gorno-Badakshan Autonomous Region 

(GBAR) near the joint Afghanistan-PRC-Tajikistan border. Details are scarce, but PAP’s purpose seems to be patrol of the 

GBAR and the Wakhan Corridor to prevent Islamist militants from covertly entering Tajik and Chinese soil.31 

Further to the above, following a visit from Chinese Defense Minister Wei Fenghe in Dushanbe in October 2021, 

Tajikistan’s lower house of parliament approved the construction of a new Chinese-funded base near the country’s border 

with Afghanistan. It was also reported that the Tajik government offered to transfer full control of an existing Chinese 

military base in the country to Beijing and waive any future rent in exchange for military aid from China.32 In sum, it 

appears that Tajikistan expects China to provide long-term funding to strengthen Tajik military points along the border 

with Afghanistan in exchange for Dushanbe transferring full control of the existing facility/facilities to China without 
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charging any basing fees. In yet another development, in August 2021, before attending the SCO’s biannual counter-

terrorism military exercise in Orenburg Oblast, China and Tajikistan held a joint counter-terrorism drill in Dushanbe. The 

2021 Counter-Terrorism Coordination Exercises were conducted within the QCCM framework and included (among others) 

practicing drone strikes and clearing explosive devices.33  

Overall, although limited in comparison with Russia’s military presence, in recent years China has enhanced counter-

terrorism and border cooperation with Tajikistan. Within the QCCM framework, China has deployed PAP personnel to 

Tajikistan and to Afghanistan’s Wakhan Corridor and it is entirely possible that, at some point in the future, China will 

decide to dispatch PAP (or even PLA) personnel on an official overseas counter-terrorism mission to the area. 

 

4. The Dynamics of Sino-Russian Strategic Partnership in GCA 
Beijing and Moscow’s interests in Central Asia overlap in three areas: 1) regional security and stability, 2) trade 

complementarities between the two economies, with Russia as a key exporter of resources and China as a key investor and 

provider of consumer goods, and 3) a joint Sino-Russian front to undermine the relevance of US aid and other efforts in 

Central Asia aimed at increasing American supremacy. Hence, up until recently, China and Russia have chosen to 

emphasize cooperation over competition in their bilateral relations, with Russia focusing on security issues and China 

contributing to economic development mainly through infrastructure investments.34 Collaborative mechanisms designed 

by Russia and China - the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and the SCO on the security side, and the 

Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and the Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) in the economic sphere - have guaranteed 

relative stability of the region and resulted in moderate economic growth. It has also, however, contributed to a 

consolidation of Central Asian semi-authoritarian regimes. 

Since the West imposed sanctions on Russia in response to its 2014 annexation of Crimea, the country has accelerated 

its “turn to the East” in an attempt to offset its loss of access to Western financial markets and advanced technologies. As 

a result, the Sino-Russian military and economic cooperation has progressed a great deal and the two countries have 

collaborated on a host of global and regional governance issues. In May 2015, during a meeting between Xi and Putin in 

Moscow, Russia endorsed the idea of making the SCO a platform for EAEU-SREB cooperation and the two sides signed 

a Joint Declaration on Aligning the Silk Road Economic Belt with the Eurasian Economic Union. During the visit, 

President Xi also signed a series of infrastructure agreements worth $25 billion with Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia on 

high speed rail, energy infrastructure and aerospace, as well as industrial parks.35 At the beginning of 2017, the EAEU 

Economic Commission announced a list of priority projects to be implemented under the SREB-EAEU alignment, 

highlighting the potential of transport infrastructure projects for enhancing Eurasian trade and connectivity.36 Overall, 

while the envisaged cooperation between the SREB and the EAEU adds to the perceived legitimacy of both initiatives, 

Russia has used the EAEU to retain an institutional leverage over China’s economic encroachment into post-Soviet space. 

In the realm of security cooperation, in 2019 the two countries upgraded their relations to the highest level of partnership 

within the hierarchy of diplomatic ties in China’s partnership framework - a “comprehensive strategic partnership of 

coordination for the new era” (新时代全面战略协作伙伴关系). This partnership is characterised by cooperation on all 

issues, including international affairs, as well as military and technological development.37 Under the agreement, China 
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and Russia have institutionalized a comprehensive mechanism for military consultation, expanded military-technical 

cooperation, and increased joint military exercises. In November 2021, the two sides signed a Road Map for Military Co-

operation for 2021-2025, a document that guides collaboration in the realms of joint military exercises, intelligence sharing, 

and joint development of weapons system.38  

Cybersecurity is another area of cooperation between China and Russia. In 2015, the two sides signed an Agreement on 

Cooperation in Ensuring International Information Security, with the overarching aim of combating “threats in the field 

of international information security” including cyberterrorism.39 Interestingly, in the same year under the SCO umbrella, 

an International Code of Conduct for State Behaviour in Cyberspace was promulgated, placing the Central Asian states 

within the “Sino-Russian cyber-security bloc” sphere of influence.40 Also in 2015, the first SCO anti-cyberterrorism joint 

drill was held in Xiamen, which was based on the scenario of an international terrorist group infiltrating the member 

country’s network.41 

In July 2021, the deteriorating security environment in Afghanistan prompted China and Russia’s defense ministers to 

meet in Dushanbe to discuss the strengthening of the military and counter-terrorism cooperation in the GCA region. A 

month later, a massive (10,000 soldiers) joint anti-terrorism military exercise was held in Ningxia Autonomous Region, 

followed by another large-scale (4,000 soldiers) joint exercise in Orenburg in September.42 Meanwhile, at the beginning 

of August, the Russian army completed joint military exercises with Tajik and Uzbek troops near the border with 

Afghanistan.43 In another set of exercises, during September 7-9 in Kyrgyzstan, the CSTO Collective Forces of Rapid 

Deployment conducted a joint counter-terrorism operation focused on a scenario in which an irregular military invaded 

the territory of one of the CSTO members.44   

Overall, from a military standpoint, Russia (via the CSTO) has remained the regionally dominant power, and this is 

acceptable both to China and Central Asian countries, which instead focus on fighting the “three evils” on the local level. 

In December 2021, Xi discussed with Putin the possibility of China participating in a joint peacekeeping mission with the 

CSTO in a buffer zone at the Tajikistan-Afghanistan border.45 At that point, Central Asian countries still looked to Russia 

as a security guarantor able to protect the region from incursions by Islamist militants. But the subsequent Russian invasion 

of Ukraine made both China and its Central Asian partners rethink their positions.  

First, Putin’s justification for the invasion (the liberation of areas with majority ethnic Russian populations) could just 

as easily apply to Kazakhstan as it could to Ukraine. Thus, this is not surprising that both President Toqaev and 

Uzbekistan’s then-Foreign Minister Komilov made it abundantly clear that they would not recognize the Donetsk and 

Luhansk regions as independent entities.46 Second, the conflict has been a major blow to the regional economy. Close 

trade and payment-system links with Russia are curbing trade, remittances, and tourism, adversely affecting economic 

growth, inflation, and countries’ abilities to repay external debts. Rising prices raise social tensions thus contributing to 

further societal destabilization. Third, any faith Central Asian governments and China had in Russian military power has 

no doubt been shaken by its failures in Ukraine. Consequently, there are growing concerns about what sort of guarantees 

and military help Moscow can really offer. 
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To sum up, although Russia’s military and economic interests remain firmly entrenched in Central Asia, political fallout 

from the Ukraine war could lead to Beijing becoming an even more sought-after partner in the region, at the same time 

placing an even greater burden on its shoulders in enforcing the SCO’s counter-terrorism mandate.  

 

5. The Missing Link: The Sino-Afghan Security Cooperation 
China’s modus operandi in Afghanistan can be described as cautious engagement. When the necessity arises, China (via 

the good offices of Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate (ISI)) engages with the Taliban. 47  When the 

opportunity arrives, China expands its economic footprint in Afghanistan, while assisting the consecutive republican 

governments in building resilience against terrorism.48 

Between 1980 and 1985, in response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, China funnelled money and arms to the 

growing Mujahedeen movement via the Peshawar route. It is estimated that by 1985 China had supplied the Afghan 

opposition with as much as $400 million.49 Around the same time, following China’s opening-up and the Party’s relatively 

liberal religious policy, Uyghurs were allowed to travel to Pakistan to study Islam in local madrasas. Some of these 

madrasas, however, promoted radical Islamist ideologies, instilling in Uyghur students a radical Islamic identity. The 

madrasas also served as a recruiting site for Afghan wars.50  

In Xinjiang in the late 1980s, on the other hand, the East Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM) was revived advocating 

a greater political and social role for Islam in Xinjiang and the establishment of an independent East Turkistan.51 Following 

the Baren rebellion (1990), the Yining insurrection (1997), and the subsequent retaliatory “strike hard” (反恐严打) 

campaigns, the ETIM militants fled to Afghanistan, where they pledged allegiance to the Taliban leader Mullah Omar and 

under his protection managed to establish bases for Uyghur militants in Kabul and along the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. 

In the aftermath of the US-led invasion of Afghanistan, ETIM fled to Pakistan’s Tribal Areas where it blended with 

militants from other groups and ultimately became dependent on Al-Qaida.52 

Aware of the situation, Beijing, through the good offices of the ISI, began to cautiously establish contact with the Taliban 

around 1999. In December 2000, the PRC’s ambassador to Pakistan, Lu Shulin, met with Mullah Omar in Kandahar. 

Mullah Omar assured the ambassador that the Taliban would not permit militants seeking to harm China to operate in 

Afghanistan. In exchange, Beijing was asked to diplomatically recognize the Taliban government and protect it from UN 

sanctions.53 While both parties were waiting for the other to make the first move, the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent US-

led invasion derailed the relationship. 

Following the 2011 announcement of the International Security Assistance Force’s (ISAF) withdrawal plan, China 

became a more visible player in Afghanistan. In 2012, a member of the Politburo Standing Committee, Zhou Yongkang, 

visited Kabul - the first high-level trip to Afghanistan since 1966.54 In the same year, China and Afghanistan decided to 

upgrade their ties to the level of a “strategic cooperative partnership” (战略合作伙伴关系). As a part of the agreement, 

China offered to train around 300 Afghan police officers.55 Regarding China’s mediation efforts, in 2014, China hosted 

the 4th Ministerial Conference of the Heart of Asia-Istanbul Process (HoA-IP), an initiative that brings regional countries 

together to support peace and stability in Afghanistan. Between 2015 and 2017, China (together with Afghanistan, Pakistan, 

and the US) participated in the Quadrilateral Coordination Group on the Afghan Peace and Reconciliation (QCGAPR), a 
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forum to enhance mutual trust between Afghanistan and Pakistan and broaden political, security, and economic 

cooperation.56 Lastly, as discussed in the previous sections, since around 2016, PAP personnel have conducted joint patrols 

with Tajik and Afghan forces in GBAR and the Wakhan Corridor. Since 2015, Beijing has also consistently supported 

Afghanistan’s bid for full SCO membership.  

In light of the above, it is clear that Beijing has been highly pragmatic in its dealings with Afghanistan, willing to 

cultivate contacts both with the republican governments and the Taliban. Throughout the years, China (via the good offices 

of the ISI) has quietly maintained a relationship with the Taliban while forging a good working relationship with the Karzai 

and Ghani governments. On the eve of the withdrawal of NATO troops, China adopted a more proactive approach to 

Afghanistan, beefing up security and economic cooperation and actively engaging in mediation efforts. 

In the 1990s only three states (Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE) recognised the first Taliban regime. This time 

around China acknowledges that it has vital interests in cooperating with the Taliban, particularly on counter-terrorism, 

counter-narcotics, border security, and economic development (such as land transport infrastructure and resource extraction 

industry). China, however, will not take the lead in recognising the Taliban government and will only do so in a concerted 

move with Pakistan, Russia, and Iran. One full year into Taliban rule, China has taken a “wait-and-see” approach, seeking 

assurances that the Taliban will not allow any anti-China Islamist group to operate under their rule, while providing 

humanitarian aid and engaging in talks on CPEC extension. It is certainly possible that, at some point in the future, China 

will take a more hands-on role in Taliban-led Afghanistan. For the time being, however, China is still weighing the risk 

and reward any such move would entail. 

 

6. China’s Security Footprint in GCA: Adjusting to a New Reality 
In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, China developed a complex legal framework and an extensive operational 

infrastructure to combat terrorism. Regarding long-term strategic objectives, Beijing places emphasis on the eradication 

of internal (Xinjiang) and external (the Af-Pak region) terror hotbeds through economic development. Therefore, the broad 

goal of the SREB’s economic corridors (the CCAWAEC and CPEC) is to contribute to the economic development and 

stability of GCA states, which in turn shall prevent the growth of Islamist terrorism and radicalization. Concurrently, China 

acknowledges that a stable security environment provides the most favourable conditions for sustainable economic growth, 

hence the salience of counter-terrorism cooperation in the region.   

Throughout the years, China has developed a four-pronged model of counter-terrorism cooperation in the GCA region. 

At the regional level, the SCO-RATS has been relatively successful in coordinating national counter-terrorism activities 

and intelligence sharing among members. To forge closer security ties with Afghanistan, Beijing facilitated the 

establishment of the SCO-Afghanistan Contact Group, expressed support for granting Afghanistan observer status, and 

promoted its subsequent bid for full SCO membership. At the minilateral level, within the QCCM framework, China has 

enhanced counter-terrorism and border cooperation with Tajikistan and Afghanistan as well as deployed PAP personnel 

near the Afghanistan-PRC-Tajikistan border to ensure that terrorists are prevented from entering Chinese soil. In the realm 

of bilateral cooperation, China attaches particular importance to the Sino-Russian strategic partnership. In recent years, 

the two countries have institutionalized a comprehensive mechanism for military consultation, expanded military-technical 
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cooperation, increased joint exercises, and signed an agreement on cybersecurity cooperation. As for Sino-Afghan security 

ties, China forged a good working relationship with the Karzai and Ghani administrations, while quietly maintaining a 

relationship with the Taliban. In the aftermath of NATO forces withdrawal, China stepped up mediation efforts to broker 

peace between the republican government and the Taliban, as well as actively encouraged Afghanistan and Pakistan to 

build mutual trust and broaden security cooperation through the QCCM and QCGAPR. 

The Taliban’s recent return to power, in conjunction with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, has thrown the regional counter-

terrorism architecture into disarray. One year into Taliban rule, China faces a dilemma about its counter-terrorism strategy 

at every level of engagement. At the regional level, the SCO’s collective vision for security, stability, and socio-economic 

development in Afghanistan must be shelved for the time being. At the minilateral level, China has been left to navigate 

increasingly strained ties between the Tajik government and the Taliban, as well as foot the bill for upgrading Tajik border 

facilities. In the realm of bilateral cooperation, although the Sino-Russian strategic partnership remains intact for the 

moment, the Russian invasion of Ukraine and subsequent Western sanctions have dealt a major blow to the regional 

economy, threatening further societal destabilization. Moreover, in light of Russia’s military failures, there are growing 

concerns about what guarantees and military help Moscow can really offer. The fall of the Ghani government, on the other 

hand, left China scrambling to repurpose its counter-terrorism, counter-narcotics, and border management strategies 

against the backdrop of a humanitarian crisis and economic collapse in Afghanistan. 

Beijing is currently in the process of mapping out how to deal with a post-American Afghanistan, and, by extension, 

how to revamp the regional counter-terrorism architecture. China has outlined conditions for possible Sino-Afghan 

cooperation, including the Taliban’s strict stance against Uyghur militants, Al-Qaeda, and ISIS-K; forming an inclusive 

government; and moderating their domestic policies. While still weighing the risk and reward, China recognises that failure 

to engage with the Taliban would result in Afghanistan once again descending into chaos and relapsing into a hotbed of 

international terrorism. Should China succeed in engaging the Taliban and stabilizing the country, it will reap a handsome 

reward - proof that the Chinese model of “developmental peace” constitutes a viable alternative to the standard Western 

model of state-building that failed so miserably in Afghanistan. 
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Abstract 

The 1944 Chicago Convention established an international civil aviation regime that propelled the 
growth of air travel during the latter half of the 20th century and early 21st century. Functioning as a 
model international regime providing a public good of efficient and safe civil air travel, the 
International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) has, until the last decade, rarely relied on its dispute 
settlement mechanism to uphold compliance with the Chicago Convention and its annexes. However, 
as this article will illustrate, the mid-20th century consensus embodied in the Chicago Convention that 
undergirds global civil aviation connectivity and safety is under increasing strain. Developments 
including unilateral measures to avoid sanctions, the unlawful disruption of civil aviation on the part 
of states, increasingly onerous Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) reporting restrictions, and an 
urgent need to regulate emerging technologies each highlight how the Chicago Convention consensus 
is encountering significant stresses. Indeed, as will be argued here, emerging technologies also offer 
an opportunity in the coming years to forge a new international consensus that may serve as a 
foundation for a more robust international civil aviation regime.   

Keywords: Global Governance, International Organizations, Civil Aviation, International Cooperation, Emerging 
Technology 

1. Introduction 
In March 2022, Russia reflagged foreign owned aircraft operated by Russia’s airlines. In an attempt to circumvent 

sanctions imposed in response to Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, Moscow’s reflagging of foreign 

owned aircraft exposed a growing friction between the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) and states acting 

to challenge the liberal consensus that made safe international air travel possible for passengers across the world over the 

past decades.2 To be sure, the impact of sanctions on Russia’s aviation sector has been debilitating.3 Russian aircraft were 

banned from entering airspace and landing at airports in the European Union, the United Kingdom, the United States, and 

Canada, among others. The provision of insurance or maintenance of aircraft and aviation technologies for Russian 

operated aircraft was also prohibited across many jurisdictions. Indeed, sanctions imposed by the EU, UK, US, and Canada 
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alone impacted 75 percent of Russia’s civil aviation fleet, which was largely comprised of Airbus, Boeing, and other 

western manufactured aircraft. The immediate effect of these sanctions was that most commercial aircraft operating in 

Russia were left cut off from parts, equipment, maintenance, or technical inspections.4  

Almost a year prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, an alleged act of state sponsored air piracy further illustrated the 

unraveling of an international consensus that sustained the remarkable growth in civil aviation after the adoption of the 

Chicago Convention in 1944.5 In May 2021, Belarus’ Department of Aviation notified Ryanair Flight 4978, a regularly 

scheduled commercial flight from Athens, Greece to Vilnius, Lithuania, of an explosive device on the aircraft and diverted 

the flight to Minsk. On board Flight 4978 was Roman Protasevich, a Belarusian opposition activist. Upon landing in Minsk, 

Protasevich was detained by Belarusian authorities. Despite an ICAO fact finding mission that determined the Belarusian 

claims of a bomb on board the aircraft were false, the ICAO report stopped short of accusing Belarus of an unlawful act, 

testing the limits of the ICAO’s longstanding practice of not explicitly holding a state to be in non-compliance with Chicago 

Convention obligations. Notwithstanding the failure to sanction Belarus on the part of the ICAO when it was clear that 

Flight 4978 was targeted by Belarusian authorities due to Protasevich’s presence on board, the presence of US citizens on 

Flight 4978 allowed the US to charge four Belarusian officials with aircraft piracy.6  

For seven decades, international civil aviation has functioned as a model international regime, a system of international 

rules maintained by member states to provide a common good.7 This regime necessitated compliance among participating 

states to ensure the high level of safety in civil aviation that is taken for granted by the traveling public. As a regulatory 

regime that makes seamless international civil aviation possible, the Chicago Convention and the ICAO carry out an 

essential regulatory and oversight function. However, as the two incidents described above illustrate, civil aviation is 

entering a period of increasing turbulence. This article will highlight how the state consensus that undergirded the Chicago 

Convention has come under increasing stress in recent years.  

The ‘rules of the air’ established by the Chicago Convention are faced with a growing fragmentation of civil aviation 

actors. For example, new actors, principally China, have emerged with preferences that challenge liberal principles 

embedded in the existing regime.8 Moreover, not only do Russia and Belarus highlight how state non-compliance raises 

troubling questions for the future of international civil aviation, but also the 2017 Qatar air blockade and more expansive 

reporting obligations imposed by Air Defense Identification Zones (ADIZs) highlight the extent to which a once global 

civil aviation regime is confronted with the prospect of deepening fragmentation.  

In order to explore these challenges, this article will first introduce the international civil aviation regime and its 

limitations. Next, this article will turn to an analysis of how the once taken-for-granted consensus of liberalizing 

international civil aviation has been increasingly challenged by member states acting to undermine some of the Chicago 

Convention’s core tenets. These divisions also come at a time of rapid technological innovation in civil aviation. As one 

of the principal functions of the ICAO has been to provide a set of common standards and safety procedures, the article 

will then turn to the challenge of governing emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning 

(ML) tools. In conclusion, it will be argued that for the ICAO to continue to carry out its mission, to facilitate safe and 

efficient international civil aviation, member states must explore strengthening mechanisms to counter deepening divisions 

among member states and a fragmentation of civil aviation that would make international air travel less safe and less 
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predictable.  

 

2. International Civil Aviation - A Model Regime 
Unlike rules governing maritime transport, the international regime governing aviation is relatively young given the 

20th century origins of civil aviation.9 To be sure, when the Chicago Convention was adopted, the Convention reflected 

a strong consensus among signatory states to open the skies for civil aviation. Because the ICAO was initially limited in 

membership to states that had aligned with the United States in the context of an emerging Cold War, the organization 

reflected Washington’s preferences for a global interconnected civil aviation market and aligned with technical standards 

largely endorsed by the US. Eventually, the Soviet Union and other communist bloc states would join the ICAO; however, 

this did not serve to challenge the overall liberal character or the organization.10 

The core principles for international civil aviation set out in the Chicago Convention included a recognition of state 

sovereignty in airspace over a state’s territorial landmass and territorial waters.11 However, rather than having the effect 

of fragmenting international civil aviation along territorial borders, this recognition was complemented by a commitment 

to non-discrimination among contracting states and by a system of rules and procedures that created a legal basis for 

international air transit.12 Indeed, ever since 1944, the Convention has undergirded the liberalization of civil aviation 

through the provision of air service agreements (ASAs) between states and through a consistent air safety regime under 

the ICAO, both of which made possible the dramatic growth in international air travel during the second half of the 20th 

century. However, it has also been noted that 21st challenges require a substantial updating of the Convention, or perhaps, 

a new regime altogether.13  

The Convention also established a specialized international organization tasked with facilitating international civil 

aviation, the ICAO. One of the Chicago Convention’s principal features is that it has provided a longstanding public good 

through regulatory and technical oversight mechanisms that have helped civil aviation become both widely accessible and 

one of the safest modes of public transport. However, the effectiveness of the Chicago Convention in maintaining a 

seamless governance and regulatory regime for international civil aviation was largely maintained because major disputes 

among member states within the ICAO were rare. The dispute settlement provisions of the Chicago Convention left any 

dispute related to the Convention and its annexes, which could not be settled among the relevant parties to the Convention, 

to a decision of the ICAO Council, a non-judicial body.14 Since 1947, there have been only five disputes addressed to the 

ICAO Council.15 
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Table 1. The ICAO 

The ICAO’s Main Bodies Description Functions 

The ICAO Council   Comprised of 36 member states 
elected by ICAO Assembly 

 Elected on basis of importance 
to air transport, contribution of 
facilities for international civil 
air navigation, and geographic 
representation 

 Provides regular direction to 
the work of the ICAO 

 Settles disputes among 
member states 

 Sanctions non-compliance on 
behalf of states or airlines 

 Adopts Standards and 
Recommended Practices 
(SARPs) 

 Submits annual reports to the 
ICAO Assembly 

 Administers finances 
 Appoints and defines duties of 

committees 
 Appoints Secretary-General 

The ICAO Assembly  Comprised of all 193 ICAO 
member states 

 Meets once every three years 
 Can convene extraordinary 

sessions at the request of the 
ICAO Council, or a majority 
of member states in the 
Assembly 

 Elects members of the ICAO 
Council 

 Reviews and takes actions 
recommended by the ICAO 
Council  

 Approves ICAO budget 
 Can amend the Convention, 

subject to ratification of 
amendments by member states 

The ICAO Secretariat  Led by ICAO Secretary-
General 

 Head Office in Montreal, 
Canada 

 Maintains seven regional 
offices in Bangkok, Cairo, 
Dakar, Lima, Mexico City, 
Nairobi, and Paris, plus one 
subregional office in Beijing 

 Carries out day-to-day 
operations of the ICAO 

 

When it comes to imposing punishments for non-compliance, the ICAO Council can take measures against both airlines 

and states. In relation to airlines, ICAO member states are expected to ban airlines that have been found to be in non-

compliance with ICAO obligations within their airspace. In relation to states, a member state can have its voting power in 

the ICAO Assembly suspended by the ICAO Council for non-compliance. However, the ICAO Council has never imposed 

sanctions on any member state. Furthermore, as a non-judicial body the ICAO Council is reluctant to decide state non-

compliance with Chicago Convention obligations, even in cases where violations appear to be flagrant, and has instead 

opted for more conciliatory declarations.16  If such a judgment were to be made, it would likely be perceived as more of 

a political rather than a judicial finding. 
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3. An Unraveling Consensus - Chicago and the Specter of a Weakening Regime 
To illustrate the limitations of the international civil aviation regime’s existing institutional design, this section will now 

turn to three examples of recent disputes where the ICAO has proven unable to address substantial disputes among member 

states, leading to either disruptions in civil aviation or resulting in growing risks to civil aviation safety. The first is the 

dispute between Qatar and Arab Gulf states that resulted in a land and air blockade of Qatar that began in 2017. The second 

relates to Russia’s response to sanctions following Moscow’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. The third relates to the intrusion 

of security practices into air space governance in the form of hardening Air Defense Identification Zones (ADIZs).  

 

Qatari Blockade and ICAO Dispute Settlement Mechanis 
 

The 2017 dispute between Qatar and neighboring Arab Gulf states over denying Qatari flights access to airspace 

illustrates weaknesses in the ICAO’s dispute settlement mechanism. On June 5, 2017, Bahrain, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and 

the United Arab Emirates severed diplomatic relations with Qatar and subsequently closed their airspace to Qatari 

registered civil aircraft. As a result of this air blockade imposed on Qatar, Qatari flights to destinations beyond the Gulf 

had to be rerouted through Iranian airspace.17 This dispute was significant because the closure of airspace to Qatari aircraft 

included airspace above international waters, violating the principle of freedom of navigation in the skies above 

international waters, and subsequently violating the principle of non-discrimination of civil aircraft as only Qatari aircraft 

were subjected to this ban.  

The 2017 closure of airspace on the part of Bahrain, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates resulted in 

Qatar filing two complaints before the ICAO Council. However, because Bahrain, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the United 

Arab Emirates objected to the ICAO Council consenting to hear Qatar’s complaints, these states appealed to the 

International Court of Justice (ICJ) to contest the legality of the ICAO Council’s decision to accept Qatar’s complaints 

before the body. By filing a case before the ICJ, Bahrain, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates sought to 

contest the ICAO Council’s jurisdiction over this dispute. However, in July 2020 ICJ rejected their appeal to the Court by 

concluding the ICAO Council did indeed enjoy jurisdiction over this matter.18  However, the January 2021 Al-Ula 

declaration, agreed between Qatar and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries and Egypt, brought an end to the 

blockade, and Qatar’s complaint was withdrawn before the ICAO Council leaving the matter unadjudicated.19  

Despite the immediate end to the dispute, the ICAO’s inability to deal swiftly with one of the most significant civil 

aviation disputes to erupt in the 21st century—critically disrupting a member state’s civil aviation—highlighted the extent 

to which states could push the boundaries of the Chicago consensus without suffering repercussions within the ICAO.  

 

Russia-Ukraine and Civil Aviation Governance 
 

With a weak dispute settlement mechanism and untested sanctions measures, the ICAO is ill-suited to navigate tensions 

in civil aviation governance among member states. While the ICAO Council avoided having to adjudicate the Qatar air 
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blockade complaint, growing tensions between the founding members of the ICAO, largely in the West, and Russia and 

China mark a second focal point of stress that will test the ICAO’s ability to maintain a global civil aviation regulatory 

regime in the coming years. Indeed, tensions in civil aviation have already intensified in the aftermath of Russia’s invasion 

of Ukraine in 2022. At the same time, as a specialized agency of the United Nations, the ICAO enjoys a powerful mandate 

to promote international civil aviation safety and connectivity.  

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022 signaled the opening of a new era of risk for civil aviation. As a 

result of a tightening sanctions targeting Russia and Belarus, Russia’s civil aviation authorities announced the unilateral 

reflagging of foreign leased aircraft operated by Russian airlines to the Russian Federation. While this had the effect of 

seizing foreign owned aircraft, the inability to import component aircraft parts has resulted in Russian operated Airbus or 

Boeing aircraft being barred from entering the airspace of a growing number of countries.  

After March 10th, Russian airlines also stopped making payments to leasing companies for leased aircraft. Article 18 of 

the Chicago Convention prohibits the registration of aircraft in more than one country because it creates uncertainty as to 

the aircraft’s safety and airworthiness. Despite the ICAO warning Russia of its violation of its Chicago Convention 

obligations, Moscow has sought to unilaterally revoke the foreign registration of leased aircraft in the possession of Russian 

airlines. 

While the ICAO was confronted with a challenge to the Chicago Convention’s core aviation safety obligations, the 

International Air Transport Association (IATA), a trade association of airlines, voiced opposition to sanctions imposed on 

Russian civil aviation. The IATA noted: 

IATA has a long-standing policy of opposing sanctions that could see a degradation of aviation 

safety, such as bans on the export of spare parts for aircraft. Banning the export of these items 

could impact aviation safety for all aircraft operating into or transiting over or near Russian 

airspace. This includes, for example, aircraft that may need to divert to Russian airports in an 

emergency.20 

To be sure, while services and technology for civil aviation safety were granted an exemption in relation to Russian-

made civil aircraft operating outside Russia,21 in the context of this limited exception the impact of sanctions on civil 

aviation within Russia remained severe.22 Moreover, the closure of Russian airspace to European and some East Asian 

airlines had the short-term effect of causing significant disruption to East Asian-European air connectivity, and resulted in 

airlines adapting to new routes that will increase both travel times and demands for fuel efficiency.23 Related to the closure 

of airspace is the increasing encroachment of the state practice of Air Defense Identification Zones (ADIZs) on the ICAO’s 

Flight Information Regions (FIRs), which will be discussed below.  

 

Air Defense Identification Zones and Sovereignty in the Skies 
 

China’s declaration of its East China Sea ADIZ in November 2013, brought into focus a security practice which had 

previously been considered benign in terms of its impact on international civil aviation.24 ADIZs are defined as “special 

designated airspace of defined dimensions within which aircraft are required to comply with special identification and/or 
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reporting procedures additional to those related to the provision of air traffic services.” Annexes 4 and 15 to the Chicago 

Convention set out standards for the publication of information on an ADIZ on the part of states, the Aeronautical 

Information Publication (AIP), and in charts. However, although the term ADIZ is listed and defined in ICAO 

documentation, there are no Standards and Recommended Practices (SARPS) or procedures written for the establishment 

and operation of an ADIZ. In 1950 the United States declared the world’s first ADIZ; it did not impose reporting obligations 

on aircraft not intending to enter US territorial airspace, and also did not recognize the right of coastal states to impose 

reporting restrictions on aircraft not intending to enter territorial airspace.25 

As a result, by the 2020s ADIZ reporting obligations can be seen as increasingly interfering with civil aviation, creating 

a gap in the international regulatory framework.26  This gap could serve as a basis for imposing otherwise illegal 

restrictions on international civil aviation. Indeed, as ADIZs often extend far beyond a country’s territorial airspace, there 

is no legal basis for establishing reporting regimes for civil aircraft transiting international airspace. However, the ICAO 

has been hesitant to involve itself in clarifying the extent to which states can impose restrictions on non-territorial 

airspace.27  

One salient characteristic of the Qatar air blockade, Russia’s response to sanctions, and ADIZs is the reluctance of the 

ICAO Council to address major disputes among member states. While this is in large part due to institutional design—the 

ICAO has no compulsory adjudication process through which disputes can be settled by a judicial body—this also reflects 

a lack of consensus among member states regarding what have hitherto been regarded as core principles of international 

air law. Next, this article will turn to the question of emerging technologies. This is because rapid technological innovation 

is creating risks that necessitate regulation, and consensus building among ICAO member states. 

 

4. Regulating Emerging Technologies: Risks and Opportunities 
Disruptive emerging technologies have the potential to radically transform civil aviation in the next decade. While much 

attention has been paid to debates concerning emerging technologies in the context of armed conflict,28 there has been 

comparatively little interest paid to the impact of emerging technologies on non-military civil aviation. Many of the 

divisions that have plagued efforts to find an international consensus on AI and ML uses for military purposes will likely 

manifest themselves in the context of a rapid move towards increased automation of civil aviation.29 Moreover, significant 

differences among ICAO states regarding questions of data privacy will result in notable variations in the kinds of 

technologies deployed in different jurisdictions. 

Emerging Technologies 

During the ICAO Assembly’s 40th session, held in 2019, Resolution A40-27 on Innovation in Aviation was adopted by 

member states. This resolution recognized emerging technologies had the potential to improve aviation safety, efficiency, 

security, operations, sustainability, and economic development. Innovations can also lead to more efficient and streamlined 

aviation regulatory processes. 

The principal challenges posed by emerging technologies for international civil aviation are:  

1. Regulatory consistency across member state jurisdictions. 
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2. Proliferation of private Unmanned Aircraft Systems (UAS) for domestic and international 

travel. 

3. Dependence on AI and ML systems, or automation, for almost every aspect of ground and 

flight operations.  

 

To tackle these challenges new regulatory frameworks and practices will be necessary. There is however an additional 

challenge present within the ICAO today and that is that these new challenges are bringing a much wider range of actors 

into the regulatory process than the ICAO has interacted with in the past. When the post-Second World War civil aviation 

industry experienced rapid growth due to jet engine technology, the manufacturers of widely used jet aircraft were 

concentrated in Western Europe and North America. On the other hand, aircraft made in the Soviet Union were widely 

used in the Soviet bloc. Unlike the tech industry, where innovation is driven by a large number of small startups which are 

now providing civil aviation manufacturers with AI and ML systems, the civil aviation industry has traditionally been 

dominated by a few large actors who dominated the industry in their respective countries. This created a comparatively 

narrow range of industry actors which the ICAO interacted with to establish and maintain safety standards and practices. 

As of 2022, there is a broader range of actors in the civil aviation industry, that also includes civil aircraft manufacturers 

and tech firms in China and Russia that aim to increase their share of the civil aviation market. As sanctions against Russia 

crippled Russia’s civil aviation sector in 2022, both Russia and China will continue to accelerate efforts to establish their 

own sanctions-proof civil aviation industries. This can be expected to compound difficulties in establishing uniform safety 

standards for emerging technologies as supply chains and state-sponsored producers in non-democratic states seek to 

secure a larger share of civil aviation markets. 

Thus, while technological innovation is improving the performance of civil aircraft, the fissures brought about by 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine may see a long-term diversification of civil aircraft manufacturers as some states seek to 

reduce their domestic civil aviation industry’s vulnerability to sanctions. Russia’s United Aircraft Corporation (UAC), 

established in 2006, brought together Russia’s military and civil aircraft manufacturers into a single entity.30 Following 

Sukhoi’s merger with UAC in 2022, UAC continues to expand its civil and military operations.31 

In the 2020s, China also aspires to assume a growing stake in global civil aviation markets. The Commercial Aircraft 

Corporation of China, Ltd. (COMAC) is a Chinese state-owned aerospace manufacturer established in 2008. Already 

COMAC is seeing commercial success after its ARJ21 entered service with Chengdu Airlines in 2016. The larger C919 

now has about 1,000 orders.32 There is also a Sino-Russian joint venture (CRAIC),33 however, the long-term viability of 

this venture in the face of sanctions arrayed against Russia in 2022 remains in question.  

Yet, while the diversity of actors and geopolitical tensions will make building a consensus on emerging technologies in 

civil aviation challenging, such as technological standards for governing AI and ML in flight and ground operations, these 

standards remain technical and focused on providing the international public good of safe civil aviation. This opens a 

prospect for technical standards focused processes that could skirt some of the more intractable divisions that have been 

noted earlier. 

 

46



 

 9

5. Conclusion 
In 2022, civil aviation was confronted with multiple geopolitical sources of stress that threaten to unravel the complex 

regime governing civil aviation, potentially introducing new risks for civil aviation in the future. Absent strong dispute 

settlement mechanisms, states may continue to pursue unilateral measures that undermine international civil aviation safety. 

At the same time, it must be acknowledged that there is little prospect for major amendments to the Chicago Convention, 

or even a new convention, that would contain stronger dispute settlement and compliance provisions that would bind states 

to principles of freedom of navigation found in the Chicago Convention.  

Indeed, geopolitical tensions fueled by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine have brought about a new set of challenges, 

including the closure of territorial airspace over the Russian Federation to air carriers from a large number of countries 

and the disruption of air connectivity between East Asia and Europe. Yet, while airlines can adapt to these changes, the 

long-term effect of Russia’s reflagging of foreign leased aircraft, and of sanctions, will likely result in an increasing 

diversity of civil aviation manufactures and emergent regulatory challenges. The extent to which the ICAO will challenge 

Moscow’s breach of its Chicago Convention obligations will underline the limitations of the existing civil aviation regime 

to deal with states that openly challenge core principles of international air law. To be sure, as we have seen with China’s 

East China Sea Air Defense Identification Zone, states have begun to impose unilateral reporting obligations on aircraft 

far removed from territorial airspace, and also in airspace already administered through the ICAO’s FIRs. If civil aviation 

were to further fracture, the era of global air connectivity that marked the late 20th and early 21st century could come to 

an end as the cost and risk of civil air travel increase. These risks will only escalate with rapid developments in 

technological innovation that are making existing regulatory frameworks obsolete, making the need for consensus within 

the ICAO ever greater.  
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Abstract 

Civil aviation plays a vital role for many states as the most expeditious means of both passenger and 
freight transportation. However, the nature of the civil aviation sector, its operations and governance, 
and its overall impact, varies according to a state’s political, economic, societal, environmental, and 
security structures, processes, and circumstances. Moreover, it is critical to look at how governance of 
the state and civil aviation, as well as security policies and strategies, impact safety and security. This 
paper examines the developments in, and nature of civil aviation governance in North Korea to 
understand how the airline sector is governed, its significance to the state, and implications on safety 
and security.  

Keywords: Civil Aviation, North Korea, Transport Security, International Security 

1. Introduction 
Despite being the youngest form of transportation, civil aviation plays a vital role in today’s world. Although it has 

limited mass capacity, civil aviation has been the answer to demands for faster means of transportation and logistics. 

However, the sector’s nature, operations and governance varies according to a state’s political, economic, societal, 

environmental, and security structures, processes, and circumstances. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK, 

North Korea) presents an interesting case, where like the state itself, the regime maintains an extremely centralized and 

politicized form of governance over the civil aviation sector that has led to various direct and indirect effects on airline 

management and operations, but also state affairs, safety and security broadly. 
This study purports to provide an overview of North Korea’s civil aviation sector governance and its implications on 

security. The paper begins with a brief overview of the literature on North Korea’s civil aviation. The second section will 

provide an overview of the developments in the North Korean civil aviation sector. In the third section, the paper will 

discuss the role and significance of civil aviation in North Korea’s development. The fourth section will then look at the 

implications that North Korea’s civil aviation sector has on both transport and regional security. The paper concludes that 

despite its potential, civil aviation is limited in North Korea given the regime’s totalitarian governance. More importantly, 

these limitations have created serious issues in safety and security due to the state of fleets and infrastructure, militarization 

of airspace, weapons tests, and utilization for the armed forces.  
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2. Studies on North Korea’s Civil Aviation 
Various scholars have looked at the topic of transport governance from a variety of viewpoints ranging from political 

economy to socio-economic approaches. When it comes to policy, Berg, Deichmann, Liu, and Selod argue that broadly 

there are three types of policies: direct transport infrastructure investments, price instruments, and regulations in the 

transport sector.2 The multifaceted aspect of transport policy opens many opportunities to study this topic on a case-by-

case basis. Just like how each government pursues its own ways of developing its state, the same applies to the transport 

sector. Therefore, it is critical to understand the state-specific processes and output in developing the transport sector, as 

well as the positive and negative dynamics.  
Numerous studies have sought to examine the circumstances and prospects in North Korea’s transport sector.3 Ahn 

provides a comprehensive synopsis of the transport sector in North Korea, as well as its international and inter-Korean 

connections. 4  Using personal observations and interviews, Lankov provides an “on-the-ground” overview of the 

transportation systems in North Korea.5  While general, such studies offer starting points to grasp the sector’s broad 

developments and condition, and are valuable given the little information available about North Korea.  
More detailed descriptive and prescriptive studies—particularly in South Korea—have looked at economic, industrial, 

spatial, and sector-specific technical issues relating to the transport sector in North Korea. A number of scholars have also 

argued for the importance of the transport infrastructure in North Korea to reconnect the missing link in regional 

integration.6  Scholars have also recognized the significance of the transportation sector when examining the political 

economic, or socio-economic developments in North Korea. Assessing the socio-economic underpinnings of urban 

development in Pyongyang, Jeong, Lee, and Ban claimed the pivotal roles of the roadways and railroads in access and 

industrial growth.7 Furthermore, many of the studies are conducted in the context of inter-Korean relations and unification, 

including the trans-Korean and trans-Eurasian links. For instance, Yoo and Kim evaluated the prospects of regular air 

services between Seoul and Pyongyang.8  
Still, scholarship on the transportation sector in North Korea remains extremely limited in its scope, and numerous 

challenges exist in conceptualizing the impact of the developments in the transport sector and state development. The 

development of civil aviation networks is often viewed as an indicator of development, as demonstrated by the significant 

strides in East Asia’s aviation industry.9 Despite the trends in the region, North Korea’s civil aviation industry remains 

unchanged. 

 
3. Overview of North Korea’s Civil Aviation Sector 

Since its formative years, North Korea has stressed the significance of the transport sector in its economic development. 

Establishment of the Sinuiju Air Unit (SAU) in October 1945 served as the ancestral apparatus of the Korean People’s 

Army (KPA) Air Force. Originally established as a training organization, the SAU later developed into the Air Squadron 

of the Security Officer Training Command, which was then integrated into the armed forces in February 1948.10 The 

USSR and North Korea then set up a joint civilian aviation body known as the Soviet-Korean Aviation Organization 

(SOKAO) in 1950 to operate flights between Pyongyang and Moscow. 
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After a period of hiatus due to the Korean War, SOKAO was later reestablished on September 21, 1955 as North Korea’s 

national organization known as the Civil Aviation Administration of Korea (CAAK). The CAAK mirrored the 

developments in other socialist states such as the Civil Aviation Administration of China (CAAC), whereby the government 

directly governs civil aviation administration and infrastructure, as well as airline operations. For the first couple of decades, 

CAAK flew turboprop aircraft including the Antonov An-2, Antonov An-24, Ilyushin Il-12, Ilyushin Il-14, Ilyushin Il-18s, 

and Lisunov Li-2. In the late 1970s, the CAAK acquired jet aircraft including the Tupolev Tu-134, Tupolev Tu-154, and 

Ilyushin Il-62. Moreover, CAAK also joined the International Air Transport Association (IATA) and International Civil 

Aviation Organization (ICAO) in 1977.  

In 1992, the CAAK was divided into two divisions: one for the administration of civil aviation11 and the other for 

commercial airline operations, the latter being renamed Air Koryo. Due to the collapse of the Soviet bloc and North Korea’s 

increasingly isolationist policies, the number of scheduled flights significantly decreased and became limited to those to 

and from China and Russia, as well as some irregular charted flights. Air Koryo also modernized its fleet by acquiring the 

Ilyushin Il-76 and Tupolev Tu-204. While the scheduled services remained essentially limited to only a handful of routes 

to China and Russia, Air Koryo continued to serve as the essential means of fast access to North Korea. 

Despite some developments, the civil aviation sector in North Korea remains small. Even in the pre-COVID 19 days, 

international flights were limited to those to and from Beijing, Shenyang, Vladivostok, and Macau, and with the exception 

of occasional charter services, Air China has virtually been the only foreign airline that operated scheduled flights to North 

Korea. Domestic flights were limited to on-demand charter services, although Air Koryo began weekly scheduled services 

between Pyongyang and Samjiyon, Orang, Hamhung, and Wonsan.12 Regarding infrastructure, while North Korea has 

over 40 airports and airfields, most of them are exclusively for military use and only a handful are registered with IATA 

and ICAO. Sunan International Airport near the capital city Pyongyang is by far the largest and essentially the only airport 

for international flights. Although the terminal at Sunan International Airport underwent major renovations in the mid-

2010s, both the domestic and international terminals have the capacity for less than ten aircraft. Kalma International Airport 

in Wonsan has also been renovated and is arguably the second largest airport in the country, but its capacity is roughly half 

of Sunan International Airport.  

 

4. Characteristics of North Korea’s Civil Aviation Governance 
North Korea has taken an extremely centralized and politicized approach to transport sector management. The entire 

transportation sector is exclusively affiliated to a ministry or the military, all platforms and infrastructure are government 

property, and the personnel are state employees. Of course, such features are not uncommon. In the past, many airlines 

even in well-developed democratic states were either originally state-owned but later privatized or restructured as public 

corporations, and there are still numerous states with government-owned airlines. Yet North Korea's case is unique in the 

extent of the government’s control, and the tailoring of the transport infrastructure to the government’s needs, not the needs 

of society. 

To a great extent, keeping Air Koryo as a total state-owned enterprise reflects the dictatorial nature of the North Korean 

regime itself. At the same time, North Korea’s centralized governance over the airline sector has also been a way to avert 
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the troubles and risks that come with decentralization and corporatization. North Korea witnessed the crisis faced by 

Aeroflot after the collapse of the USSR, as well as China’s challenges in decentralizing and corporatizing CAAC.13 

However, the bigger point is that North Korea simply did not need to undergo such procedures. Above all, the size of North 

Korea’s civil aviation sector and its operation pale in comparison to those of China and Russia. Moreover, North Korea 

has never undertaken full reform—at least akin to the reform in other socialist states—making corporatization impossible 

for the government.  
For Pyongyang, the incentives for decentralization and corporatization and the risks of sustaining a centralized form of 

governance over the civil aviation sector are minimal. Decentralization of civil aviation was not necessary given the small 

nature of the market and its operations, but also unwanted because it would introduce new complexities and potential risks. 

One important outcome of centralized command and control over civil aviation is seen in Pyongyang’s strategy to keep 

the sector small. Indeed, the North Korean civil aviation sector was small from the outset, but this allowed the government 

to exercise centralized command and control without encountering any significant ramifications. Aside from the occasional 

propagandistic vaunts, North Korea never seemed to have the ambition to grow Air Koryo into a mega-carrier or establish 

a hub airport. Instead, North Korea has opted to manage a civil aviation sector that is too small to fail, thereby saving it 

from overwhelming crisis should it go bankrupt.  
Another aspect of North Korea’s civil aviation governance is how it has not been demilitarized. To this day, Air Koryo 

continues to be commandeered by the military sector not only because of its importance to the KPA but possibly because 

the airline is too weak to stand on its own. The small bureaucratic and political stature of civil aviation is evident in the 

heavy militarization of North Korea’s airspace both in the forms of aircraft, air defense systems, as well as missile tests. 

Moreover, given the small stature of North Korea’s civil aviation market, any conflict of interest or “turf wars” between 

the civilian and military sectors is limited.  
Indeed, Pyongyang’s strategy of maintaining a hyper-centralized and compact civil aviation sector denies growth 

opportunities. That said, the lack of competition allows Air Koryo to monopolize the market. Even though some foreign 

carriers such as Aeroflot and CAAC (during the Cold War), Air China, and some other airlines have operated scheduled 

flights into North Korea in the past, Air Koryo and its predecessor CAAK have been dominant. Despite the small market 

in North Korea and the modest-sized fleet, Air Koryo’s monopolization has allowed it to maximize its profit margin not 

only by controlling its fares but also by minimizing its operational costs. Although the minimization of operational costs 

is largely due to the state’s economic troubles, Air Koryo’s monopolization has nonetheless cushioned the effects on the 

airline’s position in its market. 
At the same time, North Korea’s civil aviation governance has also been affected by international sanctions placed 

against Pyongyang. The prohibition of exporting aviation fuel to North Korea under the current sanctions affects the 

operation of Air Koryo flights by forcing the airline to only fuel in airports abroad. Sanctions further constrain fleet 

modernization by restricting the sale of aircraft and equipment. Moreover, United Nations Security Council Resolutions 

Resolution 2270 has led countries to halt Air Koryo flights altogether, with countries such as Malaysia, Kuwait, Pakistan, 

and Thailand no longer allowing Air Koryo flights out of concerns over the proliferation of weapons. 
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5. Impact of Civil Aviation Sector on State Development 
Given the poor state of the economy, there are questions over whether civil aviation has the potential to bring growth to 

North Korea. While the exact impact differs according to individual countries on a case-by-case basis, civil aviation can 

theoretically advance national development by providing the fastest means of international and domestic transportation, 

thereby stimulating growth. In the case of North Korea, while rail and road will indeed remain the central modes of 

domestic logistics, the construction and reconstruction of infrastructure will require significant investments of capital and 

time. Given the existing aerodromes operating in key North Korean locations, air transport is plausible in the short-term. 

Moreover, the significant developments in private markets and the rise of entrepreneurs in recent years suggest that civil 

aviation could help expand businesses across the state and bridge communication and knowledge gaps within North Korea. 

Still, the most important question is not what needs to be done to upgrade the civil aviation sector to serve such roles, but 

about the demands for the sector.  
The problem, however, is not the role and impact of North Korea’s civil aviation pivot on the development and 

governance of the sector itself, but national governance. Above all, the benefits of civil aviation would only come to 

fruition under the right political economic, socio-political, and socio-economic conditions. 14  The North Korean 

population’s high level of social exclusion, combined with generally low income and heavy restrictions on movement, 

mean that accessibility to the civil aviation sector is low. For North Koreans, civil aviation is accessible to government 

officials and those who have gained permission from the government. Travel is restricted for foreign nationals as well; 

even the occasional charter flight would have little impact on improving socio-economic conditions in the Stalinist state.  
Another critical problem in North Korea is the underdeveloped condition of cities and regions outside of Pyongyang. 

Compared to Pyongyang, which has a population of over three million, the population of other major cities such as 

Hamhung, Nampho, Sunchon, Hungnam, Kaesong, Wonsan, Chongjin, Sariwon, and Sinuiju are between 300 and 560 

thousand. Moreover, while the other major cities have their economic and industrial importance, the level of urban 

development and socio-economic conditions are significantly lower than the capital city. Unless North Korea embarks on 

projects to spearhead or facilitate significant developments in these areas, the demand for domestic travel to and from 

Pyongyang will remain limited.  
There are also problems in the overall capacity of North Korea’s transport sector. While the most visible constraints may 

be the small size and poor state of North Korea’s civil aviation fleet and infrastructure, there are also real problems with 

the lack of intermodal systems. Indeed, the key airports in North Korea are within proximity of road and railroad 

infrastructures. However, the problem is that many of the land transport infrastructures suffer from serious maintenance 

problems that have undermined smooth passenger and cargo operations.15 Hence even if civil aviation operations are 

increased, there would be major bottlenecks in the ground transportation operations to and from flights. 
Against this backdrop, as long as the North Korean regime maintains its hyper-centralized control over the state and 

leaves the myriad transport infrastructure problems unaddressed, developments in and operation of the civil aviation sector 

will be limited. The self-inflicted low consumer demand, coupled with unsuitable conditions for civil aviation operations, 

prevent North Korea from seeing the benefits of developing the civil aviation sector, especially with high operational costs 

being exacerbated by the chronic shortage of fuel. North Korea may occasionally boast about its civil aviation sector, but 
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it is unlikely to treat it as a vital player in the state’s economy and logistics for the foreseeable future. 
 

6. Problems in Safety and Security 
As signatories, North Korea and Air Koryo are obliged to follow the laws and Standards and Recommended Practices 

(SARPs) set by the ICAO, which are codified in the state’s Civil Aviation Laws. The problem, however, lies in how the 

state’s totalitarian form of governance and limited capacity undermine its ability and will to operate according to 

international regulatory standards and customs. To some extent, the possession and operation of a small fleet and limited 

infrastructure, combined with the heavy-handed actions by the government, could make it easier to enforce SARPs.16 Still, 

North Korea’s civil aviation practices have been substandard, not because of the regulatory framework per se, but rather 

due to implementation, execution, and control. 
Over the years, the North Korean civil aviation sector has had its share of problems in safety management, occasionally 

leading to catastrophic consequences. In July 1983, a CAAK flight from Pyongyang bound for Conakry crashed in Guinea 

killing all 23 crew and passengers on board. Additionally, there are unconfirmed reports of at least three crashes in the 

1970s and 1980s.17 While the actual number of accidents may not be high, the percentage of crashes is higher on average 

compared to many other airlines given the significantly fewer services operated by the North Korean flag carrier.  
The key problems in North Korea’s civil aviation safety management and substandard airworthiness are two-fold: 

outdated aircraft and poor safety practices. Such features have consequently affected Air Koryo’s ability to operate outside 

of its territory. In 2006, Air Koryo was banned by the European Commission from flying into the European Union’s 

airspace after failing to meet ICAO SARPs. The European Commission partially lifted the ban in March 2010, but still 

disallows Air Koryo from flying any aircraft older than the Tu-204. Even China—North Korea’s ally—has limited Air 

Koryo’s operations in Chinese airspace after one of its flights bound for Beijing made an emergency landing in Shenyang 

in July 2016.18 
Problems are also seen in how North Korea governs transport safety and security. The central underlying problem is the 

North Korean leadership’s obsession with regime survival, compelling it to focus more on internal security threats against 

the regime than public safety. While the above does not mean North Korea cares little about incidents and accidents, it 

does mean that more attention is invested in detecting and preventing threats to the regime or other negative political 

implications, consequently leading to the neglect of broader safety and security risks. Examples are seen in the railway 

sector where there have been reported cases of overcrowded trains running on unsafe railroads, or cases of assault by 

military and law enforcement personnel against civilians.19 Indeed, given the obligations to follow ICAO SARPs and 

possible international ramifications, one could argue that North Korea has become more serious about the safety and 

security of the civil aviation sector and its operations. Nevertheless North Korea and Air Koryo’s track record to date 

indicate that the safety and security risks are still exceedingly high.  
There are also civil aviation security problems caused by North Korea itself. The location of North Korea makes its 

airspace attractive for many airlines to fly to China and the Eurasian continent; Pyongyang reportedly lifted the restrictions 

on flights through its airspace in the late 1990s in an attempt to gain revenue through overflight fees. Despite North Korea’s 

measures, however, most airlines have veered away from North Korean airspace not simply to prevent the regime from  
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accruing profits (particularly when international sanctions are in place), but out of concern for security risks associated 

with flying near North Korea.  
First, there are risks in North Korean airspace due to the anti-access arrangements allowing possible attacks against or 

forced landing of civilian aircraft. History provides numerous cases of state and non-state actors attacking civilian flights. 

Two recent examples include when Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 was shot down by pro-Russian forces in eastern Ukraine 

on July 17, 2014, and most recently when Ukraine International Airlines Flight 752 was shot down by the Iranian Islamic 

Revolutionary Guards Corps on January 8, 2020. South Korea’s Korean Air Lines also had its share of catastrophic events 

caused by geopolitical issues, such as the shootdown and forced landing of Flight 902 by Soviet fighters on April 20, 1978; 

the shootdown of Flight 007 by the USSR on September 1, 1983; and the bombing of Flight 858 by North Korean agents 

on November 28, 1987. 
The second risk comes from the frequent testing of ballistic missiles that often takes place without prior warning. Even 

though the probability of a ballistic missile hitting a flying aircraft is seemingly low, it deters most airlines from flying 

through or near North Korea. There have been some close calls in the past, such as on March 4, 2014 when a China 

Southern Airlines flight enroute from Narita, Japan bound for Shenyang, China passed through an area where a North 

Korean missile flew a few minutes later. In another case, an Air France flight from Narita bound for Paris on July 28, 2018 

flew past a location in the Sea of Japan where a North Korean intercontinental ballistic missile landed ten minutes later. 

Even if North Korea minimized the risks of hitting civilian airliners when they conduct missile tests, there are risks 

nonetheless, on account of technical malfunctions, debris from in-flight explosions, and miscommunication.  
There are also security implications that come from further developments in North Korea’s civil aviation sector that 

benefit the North Korean armed forces. Given that Air Koryo is essentially part of the KPA, improvements in the airline’s 

operational capacity would lead to enhancements in the military’s supply chain logistics. Cases could include: quicker 

transportation of personnel, replenishment of supplies, and weapons from factories and rear support units to combatant 

units; augmented and diversified means of airborne special forces operations; conversion and deployment of aircraft for 

intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance operations; and dropping of conventional, chemical, biological, and nuclear 

weapons. Attaining such capacity would require a considerable amount of effort and resources, and even if accomplished 

it would still raise questions over whether the KPA will have the adequate readiness for sustained combat operations. 
 

7. Conclusion 
North Korea’s hyper-centralized and heavily politicized form of state governance has found application in the country’s 

civil aviation sector. Simply put, the development and management of North Korea’s civil aviation sector are firmly fixated 

on the regime’s political, industrial, and security demands, as opposed to servicing the populace. However, given the size 

of the civil aviation sector in North Korea, the problems in civil aviation are not directly caused by Pyongyang’s 

governance of the sector per se. Rather, it is the internal and external conditions, triggered by the regime’s policies and 

actions, that have consequently affected civil aviation. Considering the myriad issues in North Korea, as well as chronic 

shortages in fuel and international sanctions, the civil aviation sector in the Stalinist state will continue to face problems 

for the foreseeable future. Hence while North Korea’s geography provides it with appeal as a civil aviation hub, the 
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combination of limited capacity, stringent policies, and sanctions prevent the realization of such prospects. Moreover, as 

this paper has discussed, North Korea’s civil aviation governance and militarist adventurism raise various concerns in the 

context of both civil aviation safety and security, as well as regional security. 
Finding solutions to the various problems concerning North Korea’s civil aviation sector is challenging, not to mention 

the implications on transport and regional security. With regards to developing the civil aviation sector, much would pivot 

on attaining better capacity to effectively carry out more consistent and expansive operations, as well as creating the right 

political economic, socio-political, and socio-economic conditions—mandating the implementation of major reforms. As 

for civil aviation safety and security, the various problems coming from proper safety management and practices, the 

militarization of airspace, weapons tests, and logistics for the KPA create serious issues. Dealing with such problems comes 

down to urging and forcing North Korea to comply with proper safety and security measures, as well as refraining from 

activities that harm civil aviation. The crux of the matter, however, is that doing so would require a good balance of 

enforcing security measures against North Korea while providing capacity-building assistance, one that is hard to strike 

under current geopolitical conditions. 
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Abstract 

Cooperation and competition in the oil and gas sector are among the most important elements in Iran’s 
multifaceted relations with China and Russia. Iran has established cooperative relations with China 
and competitive relations with Russia, not only in the oil and gas market but also in Iran’s oil and gas 
industry. However, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 and the subsequent emergence of 
new oil flows are significantly altering these existing relationships through the supply mix of the 
Chinese crude oil market. This paper examines how Iran's relations with China and Russia are changing 
amid Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.  
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1. Introduction 
The Islamic Republic of Iran has strengthened its cooperation with China and Russia since its establishment in 1979 in 

a wide range of political, economic, and military areas as the anti-West “Triple Axis.”1 Energy, as well as its anti-Western 

orientation, is at the core of this tripartite relationship. China, the world’s second-largest oil consumer, and Iran and Russia, 

the world’s leading oil and gas producers, have all had a significant presence in the international energy market for over 

30 years. However, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022 has imposed a major challenge in the market. 

Energy prices have skyrocketed and the focus of European countries has temporarily shifted from “decarbonization” to 

“de-Russianization” of energy. This global shift has resulted in changes in Iran’s energy relations with China and Russia, 

from the international oil and gas market to the Iranian oil and gas industry. 

This paper examines the changes in Iran’s relations with China and Russia amid the invasion of Ukraine, particularly in 

the oil and gas sector. The first section provides an overview of the existing debates on Iran’s energy relations with China 

and Russia. The second section identifies differences in the openness of the Chinese and Russian governments, and their 

respective national oil companies (NOCs), to participate in oil and gas projects in Iran. The third section analyzes the 

changes in the oil market due to the invasion of Ukraine, particularly the change in the supply mix of the Chinese oil 
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market. The fourth section discusses how the energy situation created by the invasion of Ukraine is changing Iran’s 

relations with China and Russia. The paper concludes that while Iran’s interests are diverging from Chinese ones in the 

international oil market, Iran could pave the way for cooperation with Russia to develop the Iranian oil and gas industry, 

despite their ongoing competition in the oil market. 
 

2. Debates on Iran-China and Iran-Russia Energy Relations 
Numerous studies have attempted to elucidate the relationship between Iran and China in the oil trade and industry. 

Since China turned into a net oil importer in 1993, it has pursued crude oil from abroad, including Iran. Garver described 

the relationship between China and Iran as complementary, where the former is an importer and the latter an exporter in 

the oil trade.2 He detailed the historical development of how Iran began supplying crude oil to China in the 1990s, after 

the Iran-Iraq war, in exchange for material support for its postwar reconstruction. Lee and Shalmon point out that in China’s 

“going out” strategy, which it pursued globally to secure “equity oil” that could be freely transported to China, Iran’s status 

as a “rogue state” made it easy for Chinese NOCs to enter the oil and gas projects in Iran because many international oil 

companies (IOCs) were not interested.3 Furthermore, Kozhanov and Calabrese show that Chinese state-owned companies 

were continuously involved in the Iranian oil industry at least until the sanctions were tightened around 2010.4 

Some studies refer to Iran-Russia energy relations in terms of competition in the gas market, even though such market 

competition between Iran and Russia has never been realized mainly due to sanctions against Iran’s energy sector. Although 

Russia also exports oil and gas to East Asia, especially China, through pipelines and by sea, Europe has always accounted 

for more than half of Russian oil and gas exports through a complex network of pipelines. Without economic sanctions on 

its energy sector, Iran, a major gas producer close to Europe, could have the potential to export gas to Europe. Kalehsar 

and Telli and Shaffer, for example, argue that competition between the two countries in Europe will not occur in the short 

term due to the lack of pipelines and liquefied natural gas (LNG) facilities in Iran and the high cost of its sold gas compared 

to Russia.5 
In summary, Iran and China have cooperated in the oil market and the Iranian oil and gas industry, while Iran and Russia 

have competed in the European gas market. However, to discuss the impact of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on Iran’s 

energy relations with China and Russia, it is necessary to analyze why China and Russia, both of whom are important 

partners in Iran’s oil and gas sector, continue to be involved in Iran’s upstream oil and gas projects. This point is not 

discussed in detail in either the study of Iran-China and Iran-Russia relations. Esfandiary and Tabatabai make a mention 

of this when discussing Iran’s relations with China and Russia in the Iranian oil and gas sector, but no detailed comparison 

of these relations is made.6 As a prerequisite to discussing the changes resulting from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, this 

paper will expand on that discussion and identify the differences in motivations between China and Russia in their 

participation in the Iranian oil and gas projects. 
 

3. China and Russia in the Iranian Oil and Gas Sector 
In Iran, the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC) and its subsidiaries are responsible for its oil and gas development. 

Like many NOCs, they have not been able to explore and develop their fields only by themselves due to their economic 
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inefficiencies and lack of technical expertise. In particular, they do not have techniques for enhanced oil recovery (EOR) 

to produce additional oil from developed oil fields and LNG production to export gas globally. It is essential for foreign 

companies to enter the Iranian oil and gas sector for to extract these resources.  
While IOCs have been reluctant to enter the Iranian oil and gas sector for fear of being damaged by economic sanctions 

on Iran, China and Russia have actively attempted to fill the void. Internationally isolated and unable to choose other 

partners, Iran welcomed China and Russia, despite doubts about the technological capabilities of both countries’ NOCs. 

What motivated China and Russia to become deeply involved in Iran’s oil and gas sector? This chapter compares the 

different intentions of China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and Gazprom, the respective Chinese and Russian 

NOCs that are leading partners in Iran’s upstream oil and gas projects. 

CNPC in the Iranian Oil and Gas Sector 

Chinese NOCs began to consider investing in Iran’s oil and gas sector in the 2000s. While Western countries withdrew 

due to economic sanctions, CNPC has continued its activities in Iran. In 2009, CNPC signed a contract with NIOC to 

develop the North and South Azadegan oil field, some of the largest reserves in the world. In 2017, CNPC and France’s 

Total (now TotalEnergies) also signed a contract with their Iranian counterpart to jointly develop the South Pars gas field, 

the world’s largest gas field in Iran, shared with Qatar. 

Since China began expanding overseas, CNPC has played a central role in its foreign operations, including several oil 

and gas projects in Iran. In the mid-2000s the company acquired shares in the oil and gas fields of 26 countries in Africa, 

the Asia Pacific, Central Asia, Russia, the Middle East, and South America.7 Despite the government initially branding 

its initiative as the “going out” strategy, Jiang points out that CNPC’s overseas expansion in the mid-2000s was not 

encouraged by the Chinese government, but was driven by CNPC seeking business opportunities.8 CNPC’s overseas 

operations are described in its annual report as “to promote international cooperation, particularly along the Belt and Road 

route based on the optimized investment structure and regional footprint.”9 CNPC portrays its projects in the Middle East, 

among China’s main sources of crude oil, as pursuing business interests, not necessarily as aligning with energy policy 

initiatives. 

Even after 2010, when sanctions against Iran were tightened, CNPC has shown a willingness to continuously operate 

oil and gas projects in Iran, although it was eventually forced to withdraw from most projects due to lack of technology 

and work delays. Maintaining a presence in large oil and gas fields in Iran could lead to both China’s energy security and 

CNPC’s future profits, once sanctions against Iran’s energy sector are eased in the future. Regardless of whether it is a 

government or corporate initiative, China has continued to benefit from and participate in the progress of Iranian oil and 

gas projects. As with the supply-demand relationship in the oil market, Iran and China have developed cooperation in 

Iran’s upstream oil and gas development. 

Gazprom in the Iranian Oil and Gas Sector 
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Russia, like China, has also sought cooperation in the Iranian oil and gas sector since the 1990s. In 1997, Gazprom, 

along with France’s Total and Iran’s Petropars, participated in Phase two and three developments of the South Pars gas 

field. In 2018, Russian state-owned Zarubezhneft signed the Iranian Petroleum Contract (IPC) to re-develop the Avan and 

West Paydar oil fields. It is important to focus on the non-contractual efforts by Russian companies since the Iran nuclear 

deal in 2015. Of the 25 MOUs and contracts, 11 MOUs and one contract have been signed by Russian companies (four by 

Gazprom, three by Zarubezhneft, and five by other companies), while only one contract was secured by a Chinese company, 

according to the S&P Global database and Jalilvand.10 Although the degree of involvement was much lower than that of 

China until the 2000s, it is clear that Russia’s willingness to participate in the Iranian upstream oil and gas sector has 

rapidly increased since the nuclear agreement was reached. 

Gazprom, the most active Russian NOC in Iran, is responsible for implementing Russia’s policy on gas supply, which 

is a major source of government revenue and geopolitical power for Russia. Given Russia’s abundant reserves of oil and 

gas, Gazprom’s overseas operations are not of great importance. Victor and Sayfer suggest that Gazprom’s overseas 

operations are intended to give the company more control over demand and supply in the European gas market, citing 

Gazprom’s acquisition of some European gas distribution companies as an example.11  In other words, Gazprom’s 

investments in the overseas oil and gas sector are likely aimed at strengthening Russia’s control over gas supplies to 

European countries. Figure 1 shows the countries in which Gazprom operated energy-related projects in 2020. With some 

exceptions, this map indicates that most of these countries are either countries to which Russia supplies gas, or countries 

that supply gas to Europe. 

 
Figure 1. Countries in which Gazprom has operations 

 
Source: Gazprom Annual Report 2020 
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There are also some examples of broader Russian involvement in the Iranian projects in which Gazprom has participated 

to increase its control over gas supplies. Shaffer points to Gazprom’s acquisition of the Iran-Armenia pipeline in 2006 as 

an attempt to prevent Iran from entering the European gas market.12 Gazprom pressed Armenia to halve the pipeline’s 

circumference from its original design to prevent Iran from supplying large volumes of gas to the southern European 

markets through Armenia. In light of this policy, Gazprom’s attempt to enter the Iranian oil and gas sector after the 2015 

Iran nuclear deal seems to have been driven by the intention to control Iran’s gas production and export. Sanctions relief 

created the possibility of connecting gas pipelines to Europe and exporting LNG, and an actual competitive relationship 

between Iran and Russia in the European market became likely to emerge. Therefore, it is possible that Gazprom and the 

Russian government, through their participation in Iranian oil and gas projects, were considering either applying a certain 

degree of control over the gas supply from Iran to Europe, or adopting an obstructionist approach to the Iranian projects 

themselves. Based on competition in the gas market, Russia seemed ready to attempt a hostile intervention in Iran’s oil 

and gas industry. 

Comparing Chinese and Russian Companies 

Comparing CNPC’s and Gazprom’s policies toward their overseas operations and their involvement in Iranian oil and 

gas projects, it can be inferred based on Iran-China cooperation and Iran-Russia competition in the oil and gas market that 

the companies held markedly different intentions in engaging with Iran. CNPC’s participation in the Iranian oil and gas 

projects was driven initially by the government’s encouragement to acquire foreign oil, and later, by the company’s 

commercial interests. On the other hand, Gazprom’s participation in the Iranian projects may have been based on the 

Russian government’s gas supply policy to control or prevent Iranian gas from flowing to the European market. In other 

words, CNPC perceived the progress of oil and gas development in Iran as favorable, whereas Gazprom perceived the lack 

of progress as favorable. Thus, while both Chinese and Russian NOCs’ participation in Iran’s oil and gas projects 

seemingly proceeds in the same direction of cooperation with Iran, in reality their intentions are opposed. 

 

4. Changes in the Chinese Oil Market before and after the Invasion of Ukraine 
Around the time of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, two important developments occurred in the Chinese crude oil market. 

One was a decrease in imports of Iranian crude oil and the other was an increase in imports of Russian crude oil. The 

former is not directly related to the invasion of Ukraine, but the overlap of the two movements has led to changes in Iran’s 

relations with China and Russia, which will be discussed in the next section. 
Before the invasion of Ukraine, China’s imports of Iranian crude oil showed a downward trend. Although not represented 

by China Customs Statistics,13 Chinese imports of Iranian crude oil, which were estimated by tanker tracking companies 

to be around 700,000 barrels per day in January, were estimated at 400,000-600,000 barrels per day in May, according to 

data firms Kpler and Vortexa Analytics.14 It should be noted here that this decline in Iranian crude oil imports began 

around February as independent Chinese refineries reduced their processing capacity,15 and was not caused by Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine. 
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On the other hand, China’s imports of Russian crude oil have been gradually increasing, triggered by the “de-

Russianization” trend of the European energy market since the invasion of Ukraine. In March 2022, the European 

Commission announced a plan named “REPowerEU” to end dependence on Russian fossil fuels before 2030. The plan 

anticipates a reduction of approximately two-thirds of natural gas imports from Russia by 2022, through diversification of 

supply sources and reduction of fossil fuel use.16 Additionally in June, as part of the sixth package of restrictive measures 

against Russia, a decision was reached to phase bans on all imports of Russian seaborne crude oil and petroleum products.17 

With the above “de-Russianization” trend in the energy market, Russia is increasingly likely to lose access to the 

European market to which it has exported 54% of its oil and 76% of its gas. This has led to a massive influx of Russian 

crude oil into Asian markets as an alternative for Russia, and increased imports of Russian crude oil in China, Iran’s main 

market. Although Chinese companies are said to have refrained from purchasing Russian crude oil in February, fearing 

reputational risk, imports from Russia have increased steadily since then, reaching a record high of 1.98 million barrels 

per day in May (Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. Imports of Russian crude oil by China (million barrels per day) 

 

Source: China Customs Statistics 

 

5. Impact of the Invasion on Iran-China and Iran-Russia Energy Relations 
How will these mutually independent changes in the volume of Russian and Iranian oil imports in the Chinese oil market 

affect the relations between Iran and China and between Iran and Russia? Despite what was presented previously, the 

historical relationships between Iran, China and Russia are in flux. Amidst the uncertainty of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
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Iran-China cooperation is becoming unsettled and Iran-Russia competition is beginning to move in the opposite direction. 
The two changes in the Chinese oil market discussed in the previous section, the trend of declining imports of Iranian 

crude oil and increasing imports of Russian crude oil, have upset the energy supply-demand relationship that China and 

Iran have long established. In addition to the decline in imports due to processing capacity since February, it is rumored 

that independent refineries in Shandong Province—located in the eastern coastal area of China and historically the main 

buyers of Iranian crude oil—have begun to voluntarily refrain from buying Iranian crude oil due to stronger US sanctions 

against Iran.18 In late May, the US Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) sanctioned the Iranian 

oil smuggling network led by Iran’s Revolutionary Guard Corps for the sale of Iranian oil.19 Several Chinese companies 

that had purchased millions of barrels of Iranian oil were included in these sanctions, so Chinese refineries started to move 

away from purchasing Iranian crude oil. 

Russian crude oil will fill this void. As mentioned above, the sanctions against Russia have reduced the number of oil 

suppliers in the international market, and Russian crude oil has been heavily discounted and redirected toward the Asian 

market. Refineries in Shandong are comparing prices with Iranian crude oil and considering replacing it with Russian 

supplies. To compete with cheaper Russian crude oil, it was reported that Iran is further discounting its crude oil by around 

five US dollars per barrel, which is normally sold at a discount of around five dollars per barrel from the Brent price. What 

has resulted is the outbreak of a “discount war” between Iran and Russia.20 Thus, shrewd business decisions by Chinese 

refineries have reduced the importance of Iranian crude oil in the Chinese market. It can be said that the supply-demand 

relationship that has been the foundation of energy cooperation between China and Iran is weakening as the effects of the 

invasion of Ukraine have spilled over. 

On the other hand, relations between Iran and Russia, which have historically had competitive relations in energy 

markets, are showing signs of getting closer as sanctions against Russia are being announced gradually. In response to 

Western countries’ phased sanctions against Russia’s energy sector since the invasion of Ukraine, Russia has begun 

exploring how it can circumvent sanctions to continue its oil and gas exports. Iran is the most adept at sanctions evasion 

methods, knowledge which is of immense value to Russia at present. Having endured years of economic sanctions on its 

energy sector, Iran has been seeking ways to bypass the sanctions and conduct seaborne oil transactions (Table 1). As a 

result, several ministers have praised the performance of the National Iranian Tanker Company (NITC), claiming that oil 

shipments by the company have doubled since the Ebrahim Raisi administration took office.21 

 
Table 1. Methods to circumvent various sanctions by Iran 

Sector Method 
Oil and gas 
sector 

 Utilizing ship-to-ship transshipment (STS) 
 Navigation with AIS transponders (Automatic Identification System for 

Ships) deactivated 
 Disguising the origin of crude oil by transportation via a third country 

Finance sector  Establishment of payment systems in local currencies to replace SWIFT  
 Barter transactions, such as oil and gas swap deals 

 
Since February, Russia has held a series of inter-ministerial meetings with Iran to discuss ways to avoid sanctions. At a 
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meeting of foreign ministers in March, they reportedly discussed economic policies to neutralize the negative effects of 

Western sanctions against Russia, as well as issues related to the nuclear negotiations.22 During the meeting between 

Iranian Oil Minister Javad Owji and Russian Deputy Prime Minister Alexander Novak in May, they agreed to use their 

national currencies for settlements of trade and energy payments and indicated that they would continue discussions to 

connect an alternative system to SWIFT.23 While discussions on avoiding sanctions in the energy sector have not been 

disclosed, some progress has been made in discussions on countering sanctions in the financial sector. 

However, this exchange has a potential ramification for Iran. By sharing the methods it uses to avoid sanctions with 

Russia, this could lead to more Russian flows into the Chinese oil market, placing Iran at a further disadvantage in its 

market competition with Russia. In light of this and to Iran’s benefit, the two countries are concurrently stepping up 

cooperation in the Iranian oil and gas sector: in conjunction with President Putin’s visit to Tehran in July 2022, an MOU 

of up to 40 billion US dollars was signed between Iran’s NIOC and Russia’s Gazprom for oil and gas projects (Table 2). 

 
Table 2. Announced Details of the MOU between NIOC and Gazprom 

Source Detail of Cooperation 
Iran Media  Development of Kish gas field, North Pars gas field, and six other oil fields 

 Efforts to increase reservoir pressure in the South Pars gas field 
Gazprom  Swap transactions for natural gas and petroleum products 

 LNG projects and construction of a natural gas pipeline 
 Other technological exchange 

 
The MOU aims to bring foreign companies into Iran’s oil and gas projects, which have not been realized since 2018. 

The cooperation includes, in particular, increasing gas production and exports, which is exactly what Iran has been longing 

for, as it has been unable to export its gas due to the inability to cover investment and technological capacity on its own. 

This possible cooperation is completely different in nature from Russia’s previous participation in Iran’s oil and gas 

projects. As noted earlier, the Russian acquisition of the Iran-Armenia gas pipeline in 2006 and its willingness to enter the 

Iranian oil and gas business from 2016 to 2018 can be considered ostensible cooperation to control gas supplies from Iran 

to Europe. This may be since the former case occurred before the tightening of US economic sanctions against Iran in 

2010, while the latter case occurred immediately after the signing of the Iranian nuclear agreement, so there was a high 

possibility of Iranian gas supply to Europe. On the other hand, the current cooperation arises in a situation where the 

nuclear negotiations are reportedly “in danger,”24 and the export of gas from Iran to Europe is unlikely. Therefore, the 

MOU between NIOC and Gazprom can be viewed as a way for Iran and Russia to reduce distrust in order to counter 

economic sanctions together and gain mutual benefits.25 

 

7. Conclusion 
This paper has discussed how Iran’s relationship with China and Russia has changed with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 

Simply put, the effects of the invasion have weakened Iran-China cooperation, historically based on a pragmatic supply-

demand relationship, while Iran and Russia’s competitive relationship is on the cusp of transforming into genuine 
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cooperation. China has long had a cooperative relationship with Iran in the oil and gas sector based on aligned interests in 

the oil market. After the invasion of Ukraine, the influx of Russian oil from Europe to Asia has led independent Chinese 

refineries to move away from Iranian oil. This move could destabilize Iran-China cooperation in the oil and gas sector. On 

the other hand, Russia and Iran have had a competitive relationship in the oil and gas sector based on potential rivalry in 

the European gas market. Russia’s involvement in the Iranian oil and gas sector to date has been considered superficial 

cooperation aimed at controlling gas flows from Iran. However, the invasion of Ukraine has raised the possibility that 

Russia, which has been subject to strong sanctions from the West, may pursue genuine cooperation in the oil and gas sector 

with Iran in order to avoid sanctions. This trilateral relationship is now at a turning point. 
Esfandiary and Tabatabai described the relationship between the three countries as a “pragmatic relationship based on 

mutual interests and necessities.”26 China, which has been building a mutually beneficial relationship with Iran, is now 

temporarily turning away due to low-priced Russian crude oil, potentially jeopardizing the potential for cooperation in the 

long-term. Russia, which had previously checked Iran in fear of losing a significant portion of its energy market, is now 

ready to cooperate in many areas with Iran. The above expression by two Iranian experts captures the current situation. 

Lacking stronger principles to reinforce their momentary alignment, future relations between the three countries will be 

guided by the interests and necessities of each country, placing their relationships at the mercy of new and unforeseeable 

challenges. 
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Abstract 

The 1951 Japan-US Security Treaty had many shortcomings, most critical being the absence of a US 

commitment to defend Japan, making it an "unequal" treaty for Japan. To gain the Diet's approval, the 

Shigeru Yoshida Administration had to present the treaty as a fair agreement. How they achieved this is 

explained in the memoirs of former key officials, who stated that effective interpretation of the treaty 

obligated the US to defend Japan. However, these memoirs fall short in providing detailed explanations of 

this interpretation within the treaty’s clauses. This paper clarifies the government's logic by revisiting the 

Diet minutes chronicling the deliberations. A review of the Diet minutes reveals that in addition to evoking 

the treaty's spirit, officials used precedents such as the North Atlantic Treaty to argue for its fairness. 

However, even among ruling party members, the treaty text was considered too problematic to justify an 

equal agreement. Despite stating that the Security Treaty was the "key" to Japan's entry into the community 

of equal sovereign nations, Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida failed to convince Diet members of the treaty’s 

equality.  

Keywords: Japan-US Security Treaty, Diet, Shigeru Yoshida, Japanese Politics, Diplomacy 

1. Introduction 
The 1951 Japan-United States Security Treaty was an "unequal treaty" for Japan. This view has been widely held in 

Japan’s collective consciousness since the 1950s. For example, Mamoru Shigemitsu, President of the conservative 

opposition, Kaishin To (the Reformist Party), called for a revision of the “unequal treaty” on November 24, 1952.1 The 

Social Democratic Party of Japan also insisted that the "unequal treaty" should be revised and abolished.2 Diplomatic 

historian Kazuya Sakamoto stated in his book, "The security treaty, to be fair, fulfilled a huge role for nine years in ensuring 

Japanese national security. It occasioned immense dissatisfaction, however, in the Japanese government and in the Japanese 

populace."3 

What part of the Security Treaty is unequal? Takezo Shimoda, who served as Director General of the Treaties Bureau 

of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs after the Security Treaty came into effect, summarized its flaws in the following six 

areas: lack of US commitments to defend Japan; ambiguous treaty duration; unclear relationship with the UN Charter; 
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absence of Japanese checks on the actions of US forces in Japan (no prior consultation system); allowance of US forces to 

respond to riots and disturbances in Japan at the request of the Japanese government; stipulation of prior US consent when 

Japan grants bases and other rights to third countries. 4  Other issues included the Constitution, the Administrative 

Agreement, and the Okinawa/Ogasawara Islands.5 These shortcomings prompted many criticize the 1951 Security Treaty 

as a mere stationing agreement permitting the US presence in Japan. 

Japanese negotiators from the administration of Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida also viewed the Security Treaty as 

problematic. They had been forced to make many compromises during negotiations with the US. However, the Yoshida 

administration needed its parliament, the National Diet, to ratify the imperfect treaty. This required cunning logic to convey 

the treaty’s equal nature. Explanations of how this was achieved in the Diet were summarized in the memoirs of Prime 

Minister Yoshida and Kumao Nishimura, Director General of the Treaties Bureau of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

However, their memoirs do not fully explain all the provisions: they concentrated on the issues of US defense obligations 

to Japan and US forces in Japan. They defended the Security Treaty by saying that although the treaty lacked a US defense 

commitment to Japan, given its spirit, a de facto commitment did exist. How did they defend the other clauses? Did their 

explanations convince the members of the Diet? It is well known that opposition party members opposed the Security 

Treaty, but did the ruling party members wholeheartedly agree to the treaty? Few studies have examined these Diet 

deliberations in such detail. 

This paper focuses on the provisions of the Security Treaty deemed unequal and examines how the government 

addressed them by examining the Diet deliberations. This paper does not add any new facts or perspectives to the study of 

the Japan-US Security Treaty. Instead, it examines how the government defended the treaty during the Diet deliberations, 

picks up on overlooked facts, and reaffirms the strength of postwar Japan’s political energy to revise the Security Treaty. 

  

 

2. Japan-US Negotiations 
How did the 1951 Japan-US Security Treaty become unequal? In a nutshell, the reason was that Japan was not capable 

or prepared to create an equal relationship with the United States. When negotiating the Security Treaty, the Japanese 

government held the policy that "Japan will ensure internal security by itself," and "As regards external security, the 

cooperation of the United Nations and, especially of the United States, is desired, through appropriate means."6 These 

“appropriate means” meant Japan-US defense cooperation in Japan, including the stationing of US forces in Japan. As for 

Japan's defensive power, Shigeru Yoshida intended to rearm gradually. At the meeting with his advisory group on October 

5, 1950, Yoshida stated, "In fact, we’ll rearm, but before a treaty is concluded, we’ll take the position that we don't want 

to rearm.”7 In his memoirs, he cited three reasons for slow rearmament: (1) Japan's low economic power, (2) the Japanese 

people's aversion to armaments, and (3) the problems resulting from the war’s ongoing resolutions.8  The Japanese 

government considered creating a security cooperation relationship with the US under Article 51 of the UN, offering 

resources including bases, Japanese productive power, and police forces to the US and liberal states in exchange for US 

military power.9 

The US government considered the Japanese government’s position to be an insufficient contribution to the liberal order. 
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Although Washington considered security cooperation with Japan necessary for its own national security and the security 

of East Asia, they found it difficult to conclude a treaty with Japan as an equal partner until Japan had sufficient defense 

forces as defined by the US Senate’s Vandenberg Resolution, which stipulated security cooperation only with states that 

provide continuous and effective self-help and mutual aid. John F. Dulles, Special Representative in the peace treaty 

negotiations, and who visited Japan in January 1951 to negotiate with Yoshida, stated the following at a meeting with his 

staff on February 5, 1951: 

Ambassador Dulles agreed that it probably would be desirable to retain Chapter VIII in some 

form. He went on to say that when Japan, following amendment of its Constitution, is in a position 

to make precise commitments such as we are trying to obtain from European countries, 

commitments to contribute a certain number of divisions by a certain date, then we will be in a 

position to make more concrete commitments ourselves. Until then we must maintain a flexible 

position.10 

In negotiations, the US demanded rights to station US forces in Japan but did not make clear its commitments to defend 

Japan. This is the primary reason why the Security Treaty became an unequal treaty for Japan.11 Director General Kumao 

Nishimura recalled three limiting factors that prevented equal security cooperation between the United States and Japan: 

(1) Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, (2) Japan’s lack of sufficient military power, and (3) the US attitude as the 

occupying power of Japan.12 As a result of a change in (3) over time, and in US policies toward (1) and (2),13 the Security 

Treaty was revised in 1960 when a new, more equal “Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States 

and Japan” was concluded between the two countries.14 

In brief, since Japan did not have sufficient capabilities, the US did not regard Japan as a full-fledged ally and refused 

to accept an “equal” treaty. 

 
3. Diet Deliberations 

It is well known that the Diet deliberations on the revised Security Treaty in 1960 were heated and prompted large-scale 

protests around Japan (Anpo Sodo). But various issues were also discussed in 1951 when the “unequal” treaty was initially 

deliberated. How was the discourse in the Diet framed at that time? 

To discuss and ratify the Security Treaty, Japan's Diet established the Peace Treaty of San Francisco and Japan-US 

Security Treaty Special Committees in the House of Representatives and the House of Councilors after Prime Minister 

Yoshida signed the Peace Treaty of San Francisco on September 8, 1951. The Special Committee deliberations began in 

the House of Representatives on October 11, 1951, where Man-itsu Tanaka, a member of the ruling Liberal Party, chaired 

the committee. In the House of Councilors, Nobuyuki Okuma, a grandson of former Prime Minister Shigenobu Okuma, 

chaired the committee that began on October 18. The committees in both Houses were composed of representatives of the 

six leading parties: the three conservative parties were the ruling Liberal Party, the opposition National Democratic Party, 

and the opposition Ryokufu Kai; the three opposition reformist parties were the Right Socialist, the Left Socialist, and the 

Japanese Communist Party. Key members leading the deliberations were Hitoshi Ashida,15 Yasuhiro Nakasone,16 Eiichi 

Nishimura,17 Takeo Miki,18 and Eki Sone.19 Other leading and minority party members were also involved.20 
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In addition to focusing on the contents of the Security Treaty, the deliberations sought to clarify a number of issues 

including the relationship between the Constitution and the Security Treaty, the Administrative Agreement under 

negotiations between Japan and the US, and the Acheson-Yoshida Notes, which concluded Japan’s assistance to UN forces 

in the Korea War. As noted in the Introduction, this paper will focus primarily on the issues of inequality arising from the 

Security Treaty articles, particularly the six areas mentioned by Shimoda. What parts of the treaty did these Diet members 

take issue with, and how did government officials respond to them? 

 

4. Lack of US Defense Commitments toward Japan 
Most members of the Committees of both Houses criticized the lack of US defense commitments to Japan. Article I 

provided that US forces may be utilized to contribute to any external attacks on Japan, or suppression of large-scale internal 

riots and disturbances at the express request of the Japanese government. This led to criticisms by Diet members from both 

the ruling and opposition parties—conservatives and reformists—that the US defense commitments to Japan were not 

assured. Eiichi Nishimura stated, “What I find most puzzling about the Japan-US Security Treaty is that there is no 

provision for US commitments for the defense of Japan.”21 Eki Sone characterized it as a stationing agreement rather than 

an ordinary security treaty.22 

These concerns were shared not only by opposition party members but also by the ruling party members. In his 

supportive speech on the Security Treaty, Goro Morishima, representing the Liberal Party, expressed his concerns about 

the absence of mutuality in the treaty: 

However, as long as the Vandenberg Resolution exists, there is no choice. When we can’t obtain 

the best, we must choose the next best. This treaty is the next best. Moreover, this treaty is 

provisional.23 

Naoyoshi Kitazawa also stressed that the treaty was provisional and stated that the Japanese people had not only hope 

but also concerns, worries, and doubts about the treaties, including the Peace Treaty.24 

Government officials understood these criticisms. Yoshida recalled, "the most important of the points we wanted from 

the US was to clearly state in the agreements the US responsibility for Japan's security.”25 Japanese foreign affairs officials 

were eager for US commitments during several negotiations with the US but were unable to secure US assurances.26 These 

officials were left in a bind: they failed in their negotiations with the US, however, they could not announce to the public 

and the Diet that there were no mutual defense commitments. Their response to critiques that they failed to secure a clear 

US defense commitment has been well-documented: they developed the logic that there was a de facto commitment. As 

stated in his memoirs, Yoshida said that the US would not be able to sit idly by if any invasion were to occur against Japan 

while hosting US forces.27 Kumao Nishimura said that the US would exercise its right of individual self-defense in such 

a situation.28  

They gave the same answers to the committee's deliberations as they had in their memoirs. In response to Eiichi 

Nishimura, Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida countered:  

When Japan's security is violated, it is not realistic to expect the US forces in Japan to stand idly 

by and watch as US soldiers are killed because there are no obligations, so such a commitment 
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naturally arises. 

Yoshida reiterated that what was essential was the treaty's spirit and that the lack of commitment provisions did not 

mean that the US would stand by and watch aggression against Japan.29 

The government explained to the Diet that substance, not form, matters. The Diet members, however, considered form 

to be more critical because the condition in which the US had rights but no obligations to Japan was a matter of self-dignity 

for the Japanese people. Yoshida later denounced these positions by Diet members as Sanbyaku Daigen (sophomoric 

interpretations).30 However, the lack of commitments, which even government officials considered problematic, remained 

a critical issue for Japan until the treaty was revised in 1960. 

 

5. US Assistance for Japan’s Internal Security 
Along with the lack of US defense commitments to Japan, many Diet members regarded the clause allowing the US to 

“put down large-scale internal riots and disturbances in Japan” at the express request of the Japanese government as 

dishonorable. The government, however, needed US assistance to maintain domestic stability in Japan due to Japan's weak 

police force.31 On the other hand, they also wanted to avoid expressions that would upset the feelings of the Japanese 

people.32 Finally, the internal security that the US could assist with was limited to cases "caused through instigation or 

intervention by an outside power or powers." 

During the deliberations, most major parties, except the ruling party, opposed this provision. Hitoshi Ashida, a former 

prime minister, strongly opposed dependence on the US, even for internal security. He said: 

The government requested this approach from the US because it was not confident in its ability 

to maintain Internal security. It is a severe problem that Japan must rely on foreign military forces 

to maintain Internal security. If that is true, Japan is in nature a protectorate, even though it appears 

to be an independent country.33 

Takeo Miki also criticized this provision. He stated that Japan should be responsible for maintaining its internal 

security.34 In the House of Councilors, Soji Okada denounced it, saying that it would allow the US to interfere in Japan’s 

internal affairs.35 

How did government officials respond to these concerns? In the Diet, they argued that this provision was not unique. 

Kumao Nishimura defended the provision, saying that the North Atlantic Treaty Organization had similar commitments. 

He referenced US Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s statement regarding Article Ⅴ of the North Atlantic Treaty, which 

provides for joint defense against an armed attack, that “Purely internal revolutionary activity would not be regarded as an 

armed attack; a revolutionary activity inspired, armed directed from the outside, however, [is] a different matter.”36 

Nishimura, therefore, pointed out that US assistance is limited to cases "caused through instigation or intervention by an 

outside power or powers" and countered that because the situation was the same as in NATO, the provision was not unequal 

for Japan.  

In response to Nishimura's rebuttal, Okada suggested the difference between the North Atlantic Treaty and the Japan-

US Security Treaty was that the latter specified US assistance in internal disturbances in its text, whereas the North Atlantic 

Treaty did so by interpretation, and this difference was significant. Nishimura's argument was legal and not politically 
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appropriate: there was no precedent other than the Security Treaty for specifying it in the article, as Okada pointed out. 

Nishimura himself stated, "I can't say we've set a good precedent."37 

Yoshida did not give a positive answer on this issue. When Ashida or Okada asked him for an answer, he would either 

say it was a necessary clause or leave the response to Kumao Nishimura. Yoshida, unlike Nishimura, did not actively 

defend this provision by providing examples from the North Atlantic Treaty or others. 

 

6. The Stationing of US Forces in Japan 
Members of the reformist opposition parties, the Right and Left Socialists, and the Communists were particularly 

opposed to the stationing of US forces in Japan. They argued that the US presence was an infringement on Japan's national 

sovereignty and that it could lead Japan into war. Communist Itaru Yonehara compared one protocol with the Security 

Treaty. It was the Japan-Manchukuo Protocol stipulating that Japanese troops be stationed in Manchukuo. He argued that 

Japan would also become a US colony by mentioning that Manchukuo was, in effect, a Japanese colony.38 Masanosuke 

Ikeda also stated that the public was mulling it over even if it was unavoidable.39 

This issue was more of a policy issue than one of equality. In response to this most controversial issue in postwar 

Japanese politics, Yoshida cited the US troops stationed in Western European countries as an example and stated that the 

current era was one of joint defense.40 Ryuen Kusaba, Parliamentary Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs, also refuted Ikeda 

by giving specific numbers of divisions stationed in Western European countries.  

The problem of equality related to the US forces in Japan was the lack of a prior consultation system. Shiro Kiuchi was 

one of the politicians who discussed the issue of prior consultation during the Special Committee deliberations. His 

argument arose from the relationship between actions of US forces in Japan and security for Japan. He questioned whether 

bases would be attacked when US forces in Japan were deployed to other areas without prior consultation with Japan. In 

response to Kiuchi’s question, Nishimura explained that prior consultation would naturally occur given the treaty’s spirit.41 

Yoshida let Nishimura’s answer stand and did not clarify his stance on the issue. However, the United States and Japanese 

governments did not make arrangements for prior consultation. It was during the mid-1950s that discussions on prior 

consultation began in earnest.42 

 

7. Other Issues 
Article II stipulated that "Japan will not grant, without the prior consent of the United States of America, any bases or 

any rights, powers or authority whatsoever, in or relating to bases or the right of the garrison or of maneuver, or transit of 

ground, air or naval forces to any third power." Eki Sone pointed out in the House of Councilors that this provision, which 

stipulated the prior consent of the US, represented the unequal relationship between the US and Japan.  

There was a clear rebuttal to this criticism. Nishimura demonstrably countered that Article VIII of the North Atlantic 

Treaty contained a similar provision: Article VIII stipulated, “Each Party declares that none of the international 

engagements now in force between it and any other of the Parties or any third State is in conflict with the provisions of 

this Treaty, and undertakes not to enter into any international engagement in conflict with this Treaty.”43 Nishimura himself, 

however, recognized that this clause was one that the Japanese government did not like.44 Yoshida's reaction to this issue 
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is unknown since he was absent from the meeting. 

Another problem was that the treaty’s duration was de facto indefinite. Article Ⅳ, which defines the term of validity of 

the treaty, stipulates the intent that the treaty will continue unless the US and Japanese governments agree otherwise. It 

was not so much this provision that the Diet members took issue with, but rather the consequences of this provision. They 

feared that the unequal provisions, as discussed in this paper, would be rendered permanent by the treaty's indeterminate 

duration. Therefore, Hitoshi Ashida and Eki Sone were concerned that Article IV would fix the provision of US assistance 

to Japan's internal security and the stationing of US forces, respectively.45 

To these complaints, the government reiterated that the treaty was provisional. What were the conditions for revision of 

the treaty if it is provisional? One was for Japan to rebuild enough military power to make a new treaty with the US on 

equal terms. To aim to create an "equal" treaty with the US, Yasuhiro Nakasone pressed Yoshida to state his determination 

for "continuous and effective self-help and mutual aid," as described in the Vandenberg Resolution. Yoshida, however, 

maintained the principle that the Security Treaty was a treaty of equality, replying that it was not a one-sided treaty. In 

response to Nakasone's insistence, Yoshida replied coldly, "I will consider your opinion."46 

 

8. Conclusion 
In response to criticisms from members of the National Diet that the Japan-US Security Treaty is "unequal," the 

government asserted the treaty's equality in two ways: evoking the spirit of the Security Treaty and the precedents of other 

treaties, notably the North Atlantic Treaty. Yoshida and his government strived to prove that the Security Treaty was an 

equal agreement in all its provisions. 

Despite the logic used to counter arguments criticizing its inequality and the impossibility of gaining US concessions 

on mutual defense, the Security Treaty was not valued as the "next best" treaty even by the ruling party members. One 

reason, as many Diet members pointed out, is that the text of the treaty itself was problematic. But also important to the 

treaty’s lack of acceptance was the attitude of Shigeru Yoshida. As discussed in this paper, Yoshida did not respond actively 

to issues shared by the ruling and opposition parties; on the contrary, he recognized no significant controversy in the Diet. 

He relied on Kumao Nishimura for most of his responses. 

Yoshida also showed a dismissive attitude toward the Diet members in his memoirs. Yoshida stated, "A political treaty 

like the Security Treaty is not qualified to be discussed together unless you read not only the words on paper but also the 

implications between the lines."47 He recalled those days as follows: 

There was considerable opposition to the security treaty. In the end, however, this was not a 

significant issue, and the newspapers were only lively in reporting the discussions between 

Hitoshi Ashida and me.48 

Not only was there a gap between the rights and obligations of the US and Japan, but there also existed a perception gap 

between the Prime Minister and Diet members, which further exacerbated the people's image of the 1951 Security Treaty. 

Masataka Kosaka, a political scientist, in his classic biography of Prime Minister Yoshida assessed that public opinion had 

turned away from Yoshida because he could not successfully accommodate the people's independent spirit.49 Yoshida did 

not take the issue of Japan's dignity seriously, as Diet members insisted. Kumao Nishimura was not qualified to address 
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this issue because he was a bureaucrat. 

In a brief speech on the day the Security Treaty was signed, Yoshida said, “That treaty gives Japan the key for re-entering 

the community of nations as a sovereign equal.”50 However, as this paper has confirmed, the treaty, perceived as unequal 

by the reformist and conservative opposition parties and the ruling Liberal Party, could not be called the "key" to equality. 

The Japanese had to wait until the 1960 revision to get this “key.” 
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